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THE MAN IN THE ALLEY is going to steal something. It’s only a matter of time. Kia recognizes the signs—she should, seeing how she’s “The Knife,” a veteran member of the Warrior’s Guild, and you don’t survive to be a veteran member of the Warrior’s Guild without good situational awareness—and whooboy, is this man exhibiting every single one of them. Nervous energy? Check. Shifty eyes? Check. An attempt at acting casual that makes him look like his trousers are full of ants? Absolutely check.

Kia is not at the market this morning to steal something. She’s at the market to buy more of her favorite cinnamon-scented hair oil, which she’s needed to do for weeks now and kept forgetting until she reached for it last night and discovered she finally ran out, which is what happens when you don't buy more hair oil in a timely manner. It’s the only reason she’s awake this ass-early. She hasn’t even had breakfast yet! That’s how dire the hair oil situation is!

(She did, of course, make time for her morning orgasm. Her morning orgasm is possibly more important to her routine than the hair oil, and one that needs no outside products, just a few minutes of concentration and her right hand. Her morning orgasm is the reason that she’s awake this ass-early without wanting to commit a murder. Priorities.)

The hair oil situation has been rectified. She could leave the market now—she’s hungry!—but the shifty guy is really shifty, and... Well. She wants to see this play out.

Helpfully, there’s a stall selling meat-filled flatbreads close to the alley in which the shifty guy is failing to seem like he has business, so Kia drifts that direction like that’s what she was here for the whole time. Unlike the guy in the alley, she actually knows how to act casual while secretly carrying out other business. Also unlike the guy in the alley (presumably), she has money, so she can buy said flatbread while keeping him in her peripheral vision. What’s his angle?

There’s a stall selling embroidered ribbons one aisle over, another one with bunches of basic medicinal herbs on display—not expensive medicinal herbs, because those should be stored away from sunlight and damp air, something she’s heard a lot about from a certain former monk over the past three-ish years and now can’t forget—and the next stall down from that is a jeweler selling enamel work and silver plate. If he goes for the jewelry he’s even less experienced than he seems—the embroidery on the ribbons is top-notch expensive shit. You can fit a lot more ribbon in your pockets than jewelry, and ribbons don’t clank when you run.

A knot of early-morning grocery shoppers wanders past the entrance to the alley. As soon as they’re gone the man heads for the stalls, because he is but an infant child in the ways of thievery and doesn’t realize that crowds mean cover. This man has never stolen before in his life, Kia’s sure of it now, and she despairs of his prospects as she pretends her meat flatbread is too hot to eat. If one of the local gangs sent him out without teaching him basic fucking theft principles she’s going to deliver some lectures along with stabbings the next time she has a run-in with them.

The man pauses to pretend to be interested in the embroidered ribbons, finally giving Kia a good look at him. His clothes are clean but worn, his skin ruddy and creased with the sun like he usually works outdoors. His hands shake where he has them held awkwardly at his sides, his brow creased with worry and his shoulders tight with tension. Those shoulders are broad in a way that directly contradicts the hollowness in his cheeks—he’s clearly eaten well in the past but not recently. This is not someone in a thieves’ gang, Kia decides. This is a man who has decided to make a terrible decision entirely on his own, and it simply remains to be seen how terrible. 

When the ribbons no longer hold the man’s pretend interest he moves past the medicinal herbs—too slowly, too obviously memorizing the layout—to pretend to be interested in the jewelry instead. Hmm! Kia thinks she has the shape of the situation now; she just needs to wait for confirmation

(She buys another flatbread as she’s waiting, for reasons.)

“Good morning, sister!” calls the woman in the ribbon stall, leaning in Kia’s direction with a smile. “Hair as lovely as yours deserves something lovely to go with it, don’t you think?” She runs a hand over her own hair, twisted up in an elaborate braid around the crown of her head and interwoven with brightly-colored ribbons that perfectly set off the black curls and the rich brown of her skin. It’s just on the line of flirting, which is a good sales tactic. Kia appreciates the technique, and also the woman.

“How often does that work, dada?” Kia asks in Tuseme, sauntering over with both her flatbreads and taking a gamble based on the woman’s accent.

(The shifty man’s eyes are fixed on a brooch shaped like a sun. It’s probably bronze, and definitely not interesting enough to warrant the attention.)

“Often enough,” the ribbon woman says with no shame in the same language, her cheek dimpling knowingly and the warm tones of their shared tongue giving Kia a pang of homesickness for the bustling markets of her childhood. “Got you to come closer, didn’t it?”

Kia hums. “Maybe I just wanted a better look at your ribbons.”

(The shifty man moves two steps toward the herbalist’s booth, his face sweating in a way that’s completely incongruous with the cool air.)

“A better look at my ribbons,” the ribbon seller asks, batting her eyelashes and leaning forward to prop her elbows on the counter, “or a better look at me?”

Kia drops her eyes briefly to the excellent cleavage being displayed, because to do otherwise would be rude. “Can’t it be both?” she asks, draping herself against the counter. “These ribbons wouldn’t look half as nzuri if they didn’t have someone like you to show them off to their full advantage.”

“Flatterer,” the woman accuses with a smile.

“Takes one to know one,” Kia points out, which gets a laugh. Ah, she’s cute, this ribbon vendor, and Kia has the strong impression that the flirting isn’t just to make a sale, that if Kia asked what she was doing later they could probably meet up for a mutually enjoyable evening, but... That’s not what she’s looking for right now.

The thing she’s looking for comes in the form of the shifty man taking a lurching step toward the herbalist’s booth while the herbalist has their back turned. Time to go!

“This one’s on me, mpenzi,” Kia purrs, handing one of the flatbreads to the ribbon vendor. “Sorry, I have to go stop a very bad idea.”

The ribbon vendor might reply, but Kia doesn’t hear it, already striding toward the shifty man at speed. She hooks her elbow through his as his fingers brush a bundle of herbs, using her lower center of gravity to haul him away.

“What—” he sputters, scrambling to catch his balance.

“I’ve been trying to find you everywhere!” Kia says loudly in the common pidgin. “After I got you breakfast and everything!” She shoves the paper-wrapped flatbread at him and leads him out of the market, away from anyone else who might have been watching his childish thieving attempt. “That was a terrible idea,” she murmurs as they round a corner. “Were you trying to get caught, or are you that bad at stealing?”

“I—I wasn’t—”

“You absolutely were and it was honestly sad to watch,” Kia continues over his shocked spluttering. “The only way it could have been worse is if you’d walked out and yelled, ‘Hello, I’m here to steal from you!’”

“That’s not—Who are you, anyway?” He tries yanking his arm out of Kia’s grasp, which goes nowhere because she’s much stronger than her tiny frame advertises. “What is this?”

“That’s a flatbread full of lamb and yogurt sauce,” Kia says cheerfully, steering him around another corner. “And I’m the Knife.” He inhales sharply. Ah, so he has heard about the Warrior’s Guild. He tries to wiggle free, and Kia digs her thumb threateningly into his wrist. “Don’t try anything foolish.” Hm. Better be specific. “More foolish.”

The man is silent for a few dozen strides, his body language subdued. “What are you going to do with me?”

“Feed you, if you’d eat that fucking flatbread already.” Kia spent good money on that. “Who’s sick?” The man gives her an utterly bewildered look, and Kia raises her eyebrows. “You went for the medicinal herbs, not the ribbons or jewelry, and you were so shit at it I feel like even the birds could tell. No one tries that unless it’s for someone else. Who’s sick?”

The man goes silent for another turn and finally admits, “My daughter. She... We came to the city to try and find someone to help, but we spent all our money just to get here and I haven’t been able to find work, and she just keeps getting sicker.” His voice cracks, jaw tight and his eyes wet. Something lurches behind her heart—she knows the story. She’s heard the story. It’s a shitty fucking story.

“I—” the man starts, desperate and dejected. “The Knife—my lady—please, my family knew nothing of my plans.”

“I imagine they didn’t or they’d have talked you out of it, like they should have,” Kia says easily, towing him across a familiar plaza toward an equally familiar building. “Relax, I’m not arresting you.”

The man trips over nothing, clutching his still-untouched flatbread to his chest. “You aren’t?”

“Nah.” Kia steers him around the side of the building, away from the main entrance. “Technically I stopped you before you did any stealing, so what’d I be arresting you for other than bad fucking sense?” She knocks once on the appropriate side door, then yanks it open. “Katerina! Gregory! Yueque! Who’s here today?”

Yueque looks up from behind the counter, black hair pulled back in a neat braid and an exasperated look in her dark eyes. “All of us, Knife. We’re all here. Like we usually are.”

“Great!” Kia drags the no longer shifty, currently very confused man toward the counter. “This is my new friend, whose name I don’t actually know.”

“Viktor,” the man manages, looking around like he’s expecting people with swords to jump out of the corners, which is very normal for the rest of the Guild but not so much in this part of it.

“Viktor,” Kia says with a serious nod. “His daughter is sick.”

Yueque goes immediately from glaring at Kia to smiling at Viktor, radiating concern. “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry to hear it. What are her symptoms?”

“I—we can’t—I don’t have any money,” Viktor stammers, looking like he’s about five steps behind everyone else and trying to catch up while both his legs are tangled in a sack.

“That’s all right,” Yueque says reassuringly. “We don’t need your money.”

“The Warrior’s Guild runs a free public hospital.” Kia slowly releases her grip on Viktor’s wrist since it seems like he’s too bewildered to make a break for it. “Yueque is one of our healers.”

“We’re here to help,” Yueque says into the ensuing silence. Viktor seems like he just took a hard hit to the head, eyes flicking back and forth between Kia and Yueque in confused suspicion. He looks around at the clean white walls and inhales the herbal scent of medicines and finally something clicks, his shoulders dropping so obviously Kia expects to hear them hit the ground.

“You’re not arresting me?” he asks Kia again.

“Nope,” Kia says, ignoring the question in Yueque's glare. “Helping you, actually.”

He nods, digesting that. “I really don’t need to pay?” he asks Yueque, voice wavering with hope.

“You don’t. We accept donations from those who wish to make them, but the hospital is funded by the Guild for the good of the city.” She offers him an encouraging smile. “We’ll do our best to help your daughter.”

Viktor melts a little, relief pouring off him in waves. “Please,” he says, bracing one hand on the counter as his knees wobble. “Thank you for helping.”

“It’s what we’re here for,” Kia says, slapping him on the back and then shaking his shoulder until he makes eye contact. “Anything you need, you tell Yueque, all right? You need work? You tell her. The Guild can find something. You just need money? We can do that.” To Yueque she adds, “We should send him home with a basket.”

Yueque eyes Viktor’s hollow cheeks and nods. “I’ll send someone to the kitchen.”

“Good,” Kia says, satisfied. She gives Viktor a mock-stern look. “Next time you get the urge to do something extremely ill-advised, come to the Guild first.”

“Noted,” Viktor says with the beginnings of a smile. “Thank you, Knife.”

“You’re welcome.” Kia pats his arm. “Now eat your damn flatbread.”

Viktor does. Kia leaves him there in Yueque’s capable hands, because unlike some people, she still hasn’t had breakfast.

***
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“MORNING!”

Kia glances up from her plate toward the familiar, surprising voice, and waves to Lucían (also known as The Flame; also known as The Man Who Married Kia’s Best Friend and Former Lover; also known as Niño; also known as That Adorable Baby Monk Who Blushes At Everything—Kia likes nicknames, all right?), who looks sunbrowned from three months out on patrol and otherwise no worse for wear. She has just enough manners not to greet him with her mouth full of meat pie, so she washes it down with her tea as he settles into the seat across from her.

“Morning, niño,” she says when she’s no longer in danger of spitting food across the table. “You two just get back?”

“Yesterday afternoon,” he says, shifting on his chair with a tiny wince. “Mama said to tell you hello.”

“That’s nice of her,” Kia says, giving him a more thorough once-over. There are the shadows of bruises on his wrists, and half of a bite mark peeking out from under the gray leather collar he wears constantly. They’re the kind of marks that would be worrying if he wasn’t smiling to himself absently and his eyes weren’t half-glazed. As it is, the bruises are just sweet. “You and Glory missed dinner last night, then.”

“Hm?” Lucían looks up from his porridge, blinks, and blushes, eyes tracking across the room to a tall, blonde silhouette. “Yeah, we—she wanted to eat in our room.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Yeah, Kia bets she had an appetite. She also bets it wasn’t for food, not with how Lucían can’t quite sit comfortably. She’d tease him about it, but somehow in spite of being married to and regularly fucked senseless by Glory of the Snow (also known as the She-Wolf; also known as Kia’s Best Friend and Former Lover; also known as How Dare You Be So Fucking Tall, Make Yourself Useful and Grab the Knife on the High Shelf For Me) for the last several years, the kid persists in being hilariously unable to talk about sex without turning the color of a ripe tomato. Getting raised in a cloister will do that to you. 

Would it help if she reminded him that she used to be the one getting fucked senseless by Glory on the regular? Hm. Probably not.

“Knife!” Ah, there’s the fuck-er in question, sweeping over with two full plates and a bright smile on her face. “Oh, we missed you, come here.”

Kia leans across the table for an awkward hug and several cheek kisses. Glory looks good, her side-shave grown out and due for a trim, her freckles darkened with sun, and the flush from what was probably a morning round of sex leaving her neck pink under her gray leather collar. The collar is a match to Lucían’s down to the enameled silver pendant affixed to the center, or rather, Lucían’s is a match to Glory’s, since hers came first and then Glory decided to (metaphorically) piss all over the kid by making him wear a collar that clearly says, “Mine.” Good for both of them! 

It’s good to see Glory; she’s absolutely glowing, both in the well-fucked way that Kia’s intimately acquainted with and the newer, less familiar way that has the Guild Armorer Apollo refining the design for some extra reinforced panels to lace into her corselet. Not a moment too soon, either.

“You’re about to pop at the seams, my girl,” Kia says with a grin, watching Glory sit with slightly less grace than usual. “How far along are you now?”

“Four months,” Glory says proudly around a cheese roll, one hand resting on the curve of her belly.

“We think,” Lucían adds, watching Glory like she’s the best thing he’s ever seen in his life, which she probably is. “It’s hard to tell for sure, from what Sister Abigail says in her letters, so it could be closer to three months.”

“If it’s three months then we’re having a simply enormous baby,” Glory says, the cheese roll now demolished to crumbs. “I don’t think I’d be showing yet if it was three months.”

“I look forward to meeting our giant baby regardless of when she comes,” Lucían says, in the tones of someone who’s made this joke many times before and will be making it many times in the future.

“Of course you do,” Glory says with the same cadence, leaning over to kiss him on the temple. “With you as the father she’ll be perfect.”

Lucían goes almost as red as he would if Glory had announced the previous night’s sexual adventures to the table, ducking his head in an utterly useless attempt to hide it. He leans into her almost unconsciously, his eyes on the hand Glory still has absently resting on her stomach. They’re a perfect picture, love and happiness coming off of them like the heat from a fire, and Kia has to look down at her mug to cover a short stab of...

Well.

It’s not like she’s jealous, not exactly. She’s not jealous of Glory, because Lucían’s a cute kid and all, but Kia’s never been into men, no matter how nicely their black hair bounces into ringlet curls or how their brown eyes sparkle when they laugh. She’s not jealous of Lucían, either, though that would make more sense given how he swooped in to marry the first love of Kia’s life. No point in being jealous, really—she and Glory had several very good years together and are still best friends. They were never going to work out long-term, for a monumental reason: Glory wanted kids and Kia wanted to be able to corrupt other people’s kids and then hand them back. She’s happy for Glory that she found someone who wanted her babies, and she’s happy for Lucían that Glory stole him out of that shitty fucking monastery to give him the orgasms he deserves. Their kid won’t have the same kind of auntie network Kia grew up with, and she’s determined to make up for that herself. She’s genuinely so, so happy for them!

She’s just also maybe, deep down in her heart-of-hearts, a little cranky that she doesn’t have someone who looks at her like she’s the answer to all the questions they didn’t know they had. She’s just as cute and funny and deadly as Glory is! Where’s her eternally devoted partner? Where’s the woman who wants to throw Kia over her shoulder and carry her off to a soft surface for an enthusiastic mutual exchange of pussy-eating, who’ll then fall asleep with her head pillowed on one of Kia’s very nice tits? Who does a woman have to stab to get a girlfriend around here?

It’s not jealousy.

It’s envy.

Kia sighs and eats another meat pie, trying not to be too grumpy about it. Sure, her dry spell has lasted fucking years, but that’s no reason to take it out on her happily married friends. She could find someone to have sex with easily enough—Kia knows her way around the flower-seeker scene; remember how far she got with the ribbon-seller this morning?—but somehow in her thirties no-strings-attached sex stopped being as fun. Not that it’s not still fun! She’s very good in bed, and proud of it! 

It’s just not enough anymore. Kia thinks she might want to settle down with a nice girl, to have someone to share a bed with every night and to build a bunch of inside jokes with. She doesn’t want a quick lay. She wants something that’s going to last.

Ugh. She’s gone soft. She’s got feelings now. Gross. Kia drinks some tea, like she can wash away all her romantic inclinations with it, and refocuses on Glory.

“How long are you back?” See? Kia can be friendly and normal! Look at how much she’s not taking out her weird envy issues on her friends!

“Not sure,” Lucían says, taking pity on Glory and her need to eat two entire breakfasts in the timeframe usually allocated to one. “I think we’ll stay in Knightsrest for a while, though. We don’t want to be caught out on the road when the baby comes.”

“I’ve asked for nothing further than Granite Falls for a year,” Glory adds, already having devoured half a plate. “We’ll see where they need me. You?”

Kia shrugs, washing down her last bite with the dregs of her tea. “I have a meeting with the Triad after breakfast. No idea what it’s about, though. Could be an errand across town, could be a mission that has me in disguise for six months.”

“Ah, the daring life of a Guild member.” Glory lifts her mug in salute. “Best of luck to you, wherever you end up.”

“I hope for your sake it doesn’t involve camping,” Lucían tells her cheerfully, and just as cheerfully dodges the bread crust she throws at him.

“You’ve been back for one day,” she hisses, hiding her smile. “One day, and you’re already acting like a little shit.”

“I learned it from you,” he says with a wide grin. “You have no one to blame but yourself.”

That is unfortunately true. Kia doesn’t have to admit it out loud, though, so she makes a rude noise and stalks off to take her dishes back to the kitchen. What a horrible boy Lucían’s turned into, so sarcastic, so different from the shy, terrified monk she met when he was right out of the monastery. His holy brothers wouldn’t even recognize him now, the little fucker.

She’s so proud of him.

***
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“KIDNAPPINGS?”

“Kidnappings, plural,” the Shark confirms in his deep voice, pushing a stack of paperwork across the table.

“Technically we don’t know if they’re kidnappings,” the Banshee says, drumming her fingernails on the arm of her chair. “There haven’t been any attempts at ransom, so right now they’re just disappearances.”

“But given the range of ages and family backgrounds we think there’s something else going on.” This is from the Lioness, worry in the lines around her dark eyes. “We always see some runaways—”

“Eloping without parental permission, following a dream job kind of thing,” the Banshee elaborates.

“—the numbers on this, though?” The Lioness shakes her head, the salt-and-pepper cloud of her hair swishing against her shoulders. “Too high. Too many people.”

“The local magistrates?” Kia asks, flipping through the accumulated letters from desperate families begging for help finding their missing children, wives, brothers. Oh, this is a lot.

“Officially?” The Shark snorts. “No evidence of foul play.”

“Have they looked for evidence of foul play?” Kia asks with an arched eyebrow, already knowing the answer.

“There’s no evidence of them having looked for evidence,” the Lioness says dryly. “Which is possibly why this has been going on for over a year before word made it here.”

Kia makes a noise that communicates her opinion on that situation. A good magistrate is worth their weight in salt. A bad magistrate is worse than not having one at all.

“You’ll be going in alone,” the Shark tells her, following the paperwork with a heavy coin pouch. “Find out what’s happened. Send a raven if you need backup and we’ll have more people there as soon as we can, but we don’t have an official presence in Southport so we want to keep this quiet.”

There’s subtext there, and Kia takes a moment to suss it out. “You think the magistrates might be in on it?”

“We think that if forty-three people disappear in a fifteen month timeframe and there’s no evidence of foul play it would behoove anyone investigating to assume the magistrates are not to be trusted.” The Banshee furrows her brow in frustration. “Even if they’re not in on it, I wouldn’t trust them not to hamper you in some other way.”

“Got it.” Kia straightens the papers with a few sharp taps against the table. “I go in quiet, I figure out what’s happening, and if I can’t take care of it on my own, I write to you.”

“I knew we could count on you,” the Lioness says, as though a great weight has lifted from her shoulders. “Do you need a horse?”

Kia makes a face at the idea of spending three fucking weeks on the back of a fucking horse. She’d probably have to camp. In the woods. Gross. “No horse,” she says, already running through her mental list of non-horse related travel methods. “I’ll let you know when I head out.”

“Good luck,” the Shark says with a nod. “We have every faith in you.”

“I won’t let you down.” Kia bows, a familiar prickling of anticipation at the base of her skull. A fresh assignment? All for her?

She can’t wait to get started.

***
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KIA HAS TO WAIT SEVERAL days to get started, actually. There’s packing to do and travel to arrange; weapons to sharpen (not that she lets her knives get dull but it’s the principle of the thing) and friends to bid farewell. Lucían insists on making her up a six month supply of the herbal pills he invented that take away her monthly blood, which are extremely popular with the half of the Guild that bleeds regularly. Kia appreciates his thoughtfulness, but six months’ worth? That’s almost certainly overkill, and she tells him as much when he shows up outside her quarters with a basket of medications and a determined expression.

“You don’t know how long you’ll be away,” he says stubbornly in Lengua, passing over the wax sealed wooden box. “I’d rather you have too many than run out in the middle of a case and have to deal with... personal issues on top of an investigation.”

“You make medications that stop me from bleeding out my crotch but you still can’t say what they’re for, niño?” Kia teases in the same language, enjoying their shared tongue.

“Everyone calls it something different!” Lucían protests, going red. “Glory calls it her monthlies, the Wall calls it her moon time, you just call it bleeding—”

“Technically I think I call it, ‘Oh, fuck, I’m bleeding again.’”

“—and the last time I even hinted at mentioning it to a female patient she refused to look me in the eye for the rest of the time we talked,” Lucían continues as though she hadn’t spoken, because he’s learned exactly how full of bullshit she tends to be. “I’d rather talk around it than risk getting it wrong.”

“Poor bebé,” Kia croons, leaning over to pinch his cheeks. “Such a hard life for the first magical healer outside of his monastery.”

Lucían endures this with extreme dignity, because at some point in the last three years he’s learned that outward reactions only make her teasing worse. (Look, he’s like the little brother she never had. She’s allowed.) “I also brought some concentrated healing potions,” he says, the words slightly slurred due to the cheek-pinching. “And some wound salve. Cough remedies. Oh, and the hard candies are for seasickness.”

Kia frees him from her cheek-pinching reign of terror to investigate the rest of his basket. “Who told you I’d need seasickness candy?” If someone’s been spreading tales...

“We had to take a boat out to that bandit hideout on the big lago a year ago and you looked like you were about to puke the whole time.” Lucían sounds like he’s been waiting to make fun of her ever since and has finally found his opportunity. “And you hate horses, so you’re either taking a barge or a carriage out to Southport, and neither one of those is known to be a stomach-calming experience.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re a nosy pequeño shit with too much time on his hands?” She says this like a complaint, but Kia plans to pack the seasickness candies and will stab anyone who tries to take them.

“You do,” Lucían says with a smirk, “but it’s been a while since last time, so it’s nice to hear it again.” He squeezes her shoulder, face going solemn. “Be careful?”

“I’ve been doing this longer than you, you know.” Kia pats his hand and whips it into a wrist lock, mostly out of habit. “I’ll be fine, niño. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“I worry about everything,” Lucían says, breaking and reversing the wrist lock. Her little baby monk! All grown up and putting her in wrist locks! Such achievement! “I think you’ll find I’ll worry about you regardless of whether or not I have to.”

“Sí, I realized it was a silly thing to say as soon as it was out of my mouth.” Kia escapes the lock and punches his shoulder lightly. “You wanna go spar as long as I’m still around?”

“You just want an excuse to beat me up for daring to remember you get seasick,” Lucían says, already pulling the door open for her.

“Maybe,” Kia allows, following him out, “but you’re coming along with me willingly, so which one of us is the fool here?”

“If I say you, you’ll just try to make me cry, so...”

Kia swipes at him. Lucían ducks, dodges when she comes back for another swipe, then takes off running down the hall. Kia chooses to keep her dignity and does not give chase. She’ll get her revenge in the sparring ring, like a mature Guild elder.

Yes, she’s probably going to get some of her revenge by licking her finger and sticking it in Lucían’s ear, but that can be part of being a mature Guild elder, too.

***
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“DO YOU THINK YOU’LL be back in time for the birth?” Glory asks, heaving herself out of the extra-hot pool in the public Guild baths and into the warm pool. Apparently she’s not supposed to spend much time in the extra-hot pool now that she’s pregnant, which sounds like some bullshit to Kia, although she knows back home there’d be a dozen aunties making sure Glory never got into the extra-hot pool to begin with. It’s nice not to have every decision second-guessed, but Kia can’t help but wish the Guild had more aunties, especially since she’s about to head out and leave Glory behind.

Again.

“That’s what, five or six months away?” Kia’s still happily boiling in the extra-hot bath, where she intends to stay, since (unlike some people) she’s not pregnant and is never going to be pregnant. “If I can’t solve a kidnapping in five months, I won’t be coming back at all, because I’ll be dead.”

Glory makes a thinking noise. “You could be cursed instead of dead.”

“Yeah, fair,” Kia says, conceding the point. “I’ll try not to end up either.”

“See that you don’t,” Glory says, a little bit too crisply, and Kia lifts her gaze to find the woman commonly known as the She-Wolf wiping her eyes, lower lip trembling. Glory catches her looking and shakes her head, blonde hair slipping loose from her braid to stick to her freshly shaved undercut (courtesy of Kia). “Sorry, ignore it, I’m fine.” She inhales hard, blinking furiously. “I started thinking about you actually dying and the baby makes me feel all my feelings five times as hard.”

“I’m not gonna die,” Kia says with a fond eye roll. “Here, kneel up.”

Glory does, water sluicing down between her breasts (pregnancy is definitely doing nice things there) and over the curve of her belly. Kia takes a second to enjoy the view (just because they haven’t had that kind of relationship in years doesn’t mean they stopped appreciating their shared hotness) and focuses on her goal.

“Hey,” she says sharply to Glory’s protruding stomach and whoever’s living inside it. “I’m not gonna die. Stop making your mom so worried.”

Glory laughs, sloshing back into the pool. “Thank you. I’m sure she’ll listen to you.”

“And when she doesn’t, I’ll hand her back and make her your problem,” Kia tells her, somewhere between reassuring and ominous.

“I would expect nothing less,” Glory says, settling against the wall of the bath. Kia takes the opportunity to study her in the lamplight. She’s not almost-crying anymore, but there’s still a line of tension in her shoulders. Hmpf. Feelings.

“Hey.” Kia extends her hand across the water-warmed wall between them, wiggling her fingers until Glory takes it. “I’ll be okay. I promise I’ll be back in time for you to break all my fingers while you’re pushing out your giant baby and for Lucían to heal me afterward while you apologize.”

“I’ll try not to break your fingers,” Glory says loyally.

“I appreciate the thought, but you’re absolutely going to break my fingers,” Kia says with a squeeze. “I’ll get my revenge by sneaking your kid knives all the time. I’m gonna be the best, worst aunt.”

“I would definitely expect nothing less,” Glory says with half a smile. She goes quiet, her thumb playing across Kia’s fingers. “I know this is your specialty and what you’re good at, I really do know that, but I’m just...” Her free hand moves—Kia can’t see where, but she’d bet money Glory’s palming her stomach under the water. “I’m having a hard time with the idea of you going out there alone.” 

“You used to go out alone,” Kia points out without rancor. “For literally months. In the woods.”

“And now that I’m married to a lovely little worrywart I can’t imagine doing it anymore.” Glory shrugs. “Between that and how the baby apparently makes me think no one should be alone, ever...” She makes a tch sound, obviously annoyed with herself. “Silly of me.”

“Nah, it makes sense,” Kia says, trying to sound breezy instead of like someone who’d just taken a metaphorical punch to the heart. It’s not Glory’s fault she accidentally poked a bruise. “I’m sure if I had a devoted wife to follow me around I’d agree with you.” 

Glory lifts her head, eyes sharpening, and Kia replays what just came out of her mouth. That was definitely more wistful and bitter than she’d intended. Fuck.

“You want that,” Glory says, gentle, inescapable, and very much not a question. There’s a thread of a familiar wistfulness behind the words, something that hooks behind Kia’s ribs and gently tugs.

“Maybe,” she grumbles, because just because they’re talking about her feelings doesn’t mean she has to be happy about it. Glory hums an acknowledgment, willing to wait for an answer until the bathing hall crumbles to dust around them, which would make a huge mess and probably Kia would pass out from the heat before then, so she complains internally a bit and adds, “It might be something I’ve been thinking about lately.”

“Mmmhmmmm?” Glory hums in an encouraging way.

Kia gives her a baleful glare. “If you start getting all smug just because you’re happily fucking married—”

“I was smug before then,” Glory says cheerfully, dragging Kia’s hand close and pressing a kiss to the back of it. “Listen. You’re a lovely, loving person, and someday you’ll find someone who sees and appreciates that.” Her green eyes are soft and fond in a way that makes Kia want to squirm. “I know I appreciated it.”

“Yeah, well.” Kia tries to look annoyed, aware she’s failing. “I would have married you if you didn’t want kids.”

“And I would have married you if you wanted them,” Glory says, an easy call-and-response. “And now I have Lucían and you’re free to find someone else to join you in happy, eternal auntie-hood, which you’re going to, because you’re great and loyal and really bendy and scarily good with knives.”

“You sound confident,” Kia says, touched and amused.

“I only speak the truth,” Glory says cheerfully, giving Kia’s hand another kiss before releasing her grip. “When you find your person I get to say I told you so.”

“Assuming I find my person—” Kia starts.

“Which you will,” Glory insists.

“—then I will consider it fair for you to tell me you told me so,” Kia finishes, slightly louder. She follows this up by yawning so hugely she goes lightheaded, blinking furiously to get the spots out of her vision. “Okay, that’s bathtime over for me.”

“Please don’t pass out in the bath,” Glory pleads as they both slosh their way out of the water. “The baby makes me worry about enough already. I don’t need to add more to the list.”

“I’ll do my best,” Kia promises, tossing a towel over her shoulder. “Are you already worrying about me slipping and falling on the tile?”

“Well, I am now,” Glory complains, tweaking her ear in revenge. Kia dodges with a smile. Yeah, she may be sleeping alone and about to head out on a mission that will leave her even more alone, but she has friends she loves and is loved by in turn. Even if she never has more than that, she can manage.

(Not that she has much of a choice.)
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Chapter 2
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EVENTUALLY THE PREPARATIONS are done and the goodbyes are said and Kia promises on five separate occasions to write regularly and then she’s on a barge, wind in her braids and Lucían’s seasickness hard candy tucked into her cheek. It’s a month by public carriage to Southport, three-ish weeks if you ride a horse and make your own schedule, and a little over two weeks by water. The Whitefish River is wide and calm as it winds across the plains between the Knightsrest Mountains and the Southern Sea, which means the barge can sail all night in good weather. It’s the best way to travel, as long as you don’t mind heaving your guts up for the first couple days. She’s not even heaving this time, thanks to her own personal magic apothecary! What luxury!

The barge mostly runs cargo, but there are enough people willing to pay for passage that it has a small passenger section and a raised deck for watching the scenery. The deck has a couple of wooden chairs permanently bolted down under a small awning, which is ideal for sightseeing and also for reading through the reports the Guild sent with her. Kia uses it for both, though mostly for reading.

There are a lot of reports.

Kia starts with the summary from the Guild, though she knows most of it from her meeting with the Triad. Forty-three people have disappeared within fifteen months and the local magistrates don’t find it worth investigating. There’s a list of the suspected victims and letters from many of the families, which she cross-references with said list. Not everyone wrote a letter, but whoever in Southport reached out to the Guild was organized enough to include the names and neighborhoods of every family involved. When she reaches the city she’ll talk to all of them herself, but for now she learns what she can.

Some thirty-one letters in six languages later (Guild translations provided for the three languages Kia can’t read), she concludes that this is going to be a squirrely bastard of a case. There’s no connection that makes the disappearances coalesce into something that makes sense. The missing people vary in age from fourteen to sixty-seven; some are from rich families and others from poor ones. There have been no ransom notes, and none of the missing people have turned up dead. It’s good that none of them have turned up dead, obviously, but the letters note other people have turned up dead in the fifteen months since the first report, so if some of the murder victims/cart accidents/people who got really drunk and then fell off a curb had been among those reported missing, it would at least narrow some things down.

The only connection—and calling it a connection is stretching the definition of the word—is that the victims all disappeared while out and about, rather than being snatched from their beds. It’s a bit of a relief, honestly. There’s a difference between grabbing someone out on the street and breaking into their house to do it. Snatching someone from a market is easy to hide if you know what you’re doing. Invading homes requires a level of brutality and funding that Kia doesn’t see at play here—forty-three people disappearing may be something the magistrates can overlook, but forty-three home invasions? That's a completely different, much more complicated thing to organize.

The lack of violence in the disappearances and the lack of bodies both give her the hope that she’s looking for forty-three people, not forty-three corpses. Kia thinks she can say that whoever did this (working off the assumption that it’s one group, assumption subject to change as the evidence accumulates) wanted these people alive. Alive is good. Alive means reunions and happy endings. Kia doesn’t always get to provide those, not to everyone, not with the cases she tends to work. She hopes she gets that this time. She hopes these forty-three people and their families get that, too.
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EVERY TIME THE BARGE puts into port Kia wanders the local markets. It’s good to get off of the boat to stretch her legs (Lucían’s seasickness candies mean she’s having a much better time than usual, but it’s still a fucking boat), but every day closer to Southport gives her valuable information. Kia takes jobs when the Guild needs subtlety, someone who can pass unnoticed, can get in quick and get out before the target knows what’s happened. When she gets to Southport, she’s going to fucking disappear, and she needs to know exactly how to do it.

So.

Reconnaissance.

Kia leaves behind her leathers and (most of) her knives, meandering about in the bright printed dresses she grew up wearing. She trains her ear for the shift in the pidgin as she makes her way south, more Lengua and Tuseme and Dhoo Jonam, even some of the Eastern languages making an appearance as the Norka and Sprache drop away. The weather gets hotter and the clothes change to accommodate it, looser silhouettes and shorter hemlines. 

Three days out from Southport one of the markets has mangoes, aromatic and ripe. Kia buys half a dozen from Mama Aicheng, the stall owner, after sharing every piece of gossip about the lake communities in Knightsrest so Mama Aicheng could tell the rest of her auntie network, and eats two of them hanging over the side of the boat so the juice can drip down her elbow into the river. She hasn’t had good mangoes in years, not since her work took her to Knightsrest and kept her there, too far north for the fruit to travel and still be edible. She hasn’t been part of the market auntie network in years, either, hasn’t gossiped in Dhoo Jonam with women who look like family. She’s not happy that forty-three people have disappeared under unusual circumstances, but two markets later she finds a stall selling proper pilau rice and decides that there’s no sin in enjoying the benefits of traveling south as long as she does her best to solve the initial problem that brought her there.

Which she will. Kia’s good at her job.

When the boat docks at Southport, the Knife doesn’t exist. It’s no representative of the Warrior’s Guild that steps onto the well-worn wood, only a woman, skirt swishing around her ankles and her brown skin gleaming in the humid ocean-salt air. She’s one of many women with braided hair and brown skin and bright dresses, and Kia glides into the crowd with a practiced ease. No one so much as spares her a glance. She might as well be invisible.

Kia smiles to herself, a sharp little thing.

Time to get to work.
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KIA FINDS AN INN ON the edges of the rougher part of the city, a couple streets away from the red-light district. The room is small but clean, with a window looking out at an alley and the roof of the next building over. She’ll miss having an attached bathing room, but when she’s working she mostly uses her room for sleeping. It’ll do fine.

Kia eats lunch in the public hall downstairs, a spiced seafood soup that tastes like something her grandmother might have made, and keeps her ears pricked the whole time. The pidgin here is rounder, the vowels smoother, and she spends an hour training herself on it before she heads out into the city proper. Southport is sprawling, built on both halves of the Whitefish river where it meets the bay, and Kia wants to get a feel for the layout before she starts interviewing families.

This turns out to be a good instinct, because the place is a fucking maze. Apparently the river delta wanders a bit, and therefore the buildings wander a bit too.

“Every time there’s a big flood things move around,” an old bead-seller tells her in Tuseme, happy to share gossip after Kia’s proper greetings. “Everything out in the river is built on pilings, you know, and sometimes the waters wash away the buildings but the pilings are still there, so you get something else when people decide they want a place to build.”

“Seems dangerous,” Kia comments, letting her fingers run over a satisfyingly smooth hank of red glass seed beads.

“Mostly just for the buildings, mashallah,” the old woman assures her. “The people have boats and good sense. Docktown’s a mess, though, so get good directions before you go in or you might be in there longer than you mean to be.”

Good advice, freely given. Kia tucks it away into the back of her head, clasps the bead seller’s hand in thanks, and heads immediately for Docktown, because if there’s a huge mess to be found, Kia wants to worm her fingers into it.

Around half an hour later, Kia has to admit that calling Docktown a mess was selling it short. Docktown looks like someone threw a handful of twigs at the ground and used the result as a guideline for building layouts. It’s impressively inconsistent. There are fully-finished buildings that wouldn’t look out of place in Knightsrest just across a wooden bridge from fifteen shanties that appear to mostly be held up by each other. Kia can memorize even the weirdest city layout in half a day, and she estimates it’ll take her at least two just to figure out this one neighborhood.

It’s a perfect place to disappear.

More accurately, it’s a perfect place to take someone if you want them to disappear.

Kia stands on the edge of a stone seawall, eyes on a floating city, and she wonders.
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“AND SHE JUST SAID SHE was going to the market?”

“Same as every Tuesday,” the woman says, dark shadows under her haunted, worried eyes. Her name is Caroline; her missing daughter is Margaret. Margaret has been gone a month and ten days, and it looks like Caroline hasn’t slept since.

“What market does she usually go to?” Kia asks, making sure she speaks in the present tense. As far as they know Margaret’s alive, and Kia’s not about to destroy Caroline’s hope.

“The one two streets over, in the plaza with the rainwater cistern,” Caroline says, her hands busy as she speaks. She’s a lacemaker, and Margaret helped with the family business up until she disappeared. The house shows signs of a recent deep-cleaning and the embroidered collar and cuffs of Caroline’s otherwise sensible dress are pressed to perfection. Kia thinks, as she watches Caroline do utterly incomprehensible things with tiny bobbins of thread, that probably it’s not so much that Caroline has been doing the work of two people as it is that she wants to keep busy. If Kia’s daughter had disappeared under mysterious circumstances, she’d want to keep busy, too.

“Does she ever go to any other markets?”

Caroline squints at her bobbins, chewing her lower lip. “There’s one over near the docks with a statue of a mermaid? It’s bigger, and right where the fishing boats come in, so sometimes on special occasions she’ll go over there for really fresh fish, but...”

“But it was a normal Tuesday,” Kia finishes for her. “So she probably went to the market with the cistern. Do you remember what time?”

Early morning, before it got hot. How long was she usually gone? About an hour. How long before you got worried? Two hours. Did anyone in the market see anything? Not that they told Caroline. Did Margaret have any friends who might get into trouble? A lover? Would her father have tried to get her to visit? Not that Caroline knew of; no lover; Margaret’s father is out to sea and won’t be back for another month. 

Kia works her way through her usual questions—same as she has for the other three families she’s interviewed today—and she comes away with nothing particularly useful—same as the other three families she’s interviewed today. It’s been nearly the same story; no suspicious friends or lovers, nothing out of the ordinary until someone went out and didn’t come back. Not a lot for someone to go on even if they did care about it, unlike the local magistrates.

The problem, Kia thinks as she makes her way to the market with the cistern, is twofold; Southport was not built with any sort of plan in mind, which means it’s a total fucking maze, and there are so many people in that maze it’s impossible to keep track of them. It’s a major trading port, so people come in on boats and go out on boats with the cargo; people come into the city to start businesses and they leave the city to expand their businesses. She could probably knock someone out, hide them on a boat, and leave them to wake up eight hours later and a hundred miles away without even trying very hard.

(Granted, Kia’s aware that she’s better at knocking people out and sneaking than a lot of folks are, so her “not trying very hard” is another person’s “struggling to manage.” The point still stands, though.)

If the kidnapped people were put on boats, then her investigation is honestly fucked. Her best-case plan would be finding someone who was likely to become a victim and then tailing them around the city hoping they got kidnapped so she could follow them to whatever boat was being used for nefarious purposes. Kia forces herself to operate on the assumption that the victims are still in the city. If it becomes apparent that they aren’t then she’ll figure out the boat situation.

(Fuck, she really hopes she doesn’t have to figure out the boat situation.)

The market with the cistern is blessedly free of boats. It is unfortunately also free of useful information, though Kia does learn that Margaret was reasonably well-liked and that the neighborhood as a whole has banded together to make life as easy as possible on Caroline in the wake of her tragedy.

“Ah, pole, it’s such a shame,” a heavyset woman tells Kia in Dhoo Jonam, her gleaming brass bangles shining bright against the dark brown of her skin. “Margaret was a sweet girl, and so generous. She made this, you know.” She runs a hand over the scarf holding her locs back, brightly-colored flowers picked out in shining threads.

“And no one saw anything, Mama?” Kia asks, strongly reminded of an aunt she hasn’t seen in years.

“Not a thing, but there are so many alleys between here and there,” the woman with the bangles says, shaking her head. “We've been trying to keep a closer eye out since then.”

“Glad to hear it,” Kia says truthfully, glancing around the market. She’s overheard at least four languages here, northern and southern and at least one she thinks was eastern. In her childhood home everyone would already be keeping an eye on everyone else, but it’s admittedly harder to do that in a city with this many travelers compared to a small village market.

“Wish it wasn’t too little too late,” the woman says with a sigh, and then she eyes Kia over and reaches automatically for the lid of a simmering pot, the resemblance to her aunt suddenly even stronger. “Speaking of little, you look like you could use a good meal.”

“Well, I won’t say no,” Kia agrees cheerfully, because she smells spiced lentils in that pot and she hasn’t had good stew in ages. It would be rude to turn down the lentil stew of a respected older woman, obviously. Kia’s not happy about why she’s here, but as she digs into her bowl, she’s not mad about being in Southport itself.
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IT’S CLEAR THAT DAYTIME searches are not helping, so that night Kia changes into a well-tailored vest and trouser set in a deep blue, hides about five knives on her person, and sneaks out the window into the moonlit, salt-aired dark. The subterfuge might not be necessary, but you never want to be caught out by not doing subterfuge when you need it, hence the sneaking.

Kia climbs silently across three rooftops before dropping to the ground in a dark, empty nook that’s not quite deep enough to be an alley. She waits there for a crowd of slightly drunk sailors to stagger by and slips out behind them, using them for cover until she can peel off and join another, and then another, and then the street opens up into a plaza lit by red-shaded lanterns. A woman leaning over a balcony waves at Kia’s latest group of unknowing companions, and they pound up the stairs to the entrance with a cheer.

Kia follows them in. More people means more potential eyes on her, but it also means a lower likelihood of anyone looking at her in particular, especially when there’s a large number of loud men drawing their attention. With her hair tied up under a scarf and extra kohl around her eyes she hardly looks anything like the woman in bright dresses wandering around asking questions during daylight hours. She looks like someone who has coin to spend, which served her very well in brothels historically and does so now. A woman with gleaming brown hair and pale skin gives her outfit a once-over and practically teleports to her side, and a short conversation later they’re upstairs in a private room.

“What can I do for you tonight, Miss...?” the woman asks, hugging Kia’s arm in a way carefully calculated to nestle it between her breasts. It’s good technique. They’re also good breasts, and Kia flicks her eyes down to enjoy the view, because to do otherwise would be actively impolite.

“Call me Kara,” Kia says, ignoring the moaning coming through the wall from next door as they settle on a couch. “You?”

“Sophia, but...” Sophia leans in so her breath whispers against Kia’s ear. “You can call me whatever you like.”

“Sophia, then,” Kia says, squeezing Sophia’s leg just above the knee. “Share a drink with me?”

Sophia pours them both glasses of a pretty acceptable wine, and Kia enjoys both the wine and the warmth of having an attractive woman pressed against her side. (Yes, she’s here on business, but she’s not made of stone, and has she mentioned it’s been a while?) Sophia manages to nurse maybe two sips of her glass over the course of five minutes while making it look like she’s enjoying the wine immensely. Kia admires the skill, and also admires how soft Sophia’s hair is as she plays absently with a lock of it.

“What oils do you use for this?” she asks, giving it a gentle tug.

“Trade secret.” Sophia flutters her lashes.

“Fair enough,” Kia says with a grin, lounging against the arm of the couch. “I suppose you end up with a lot of secrets in your line of work.”

“Maybe I do,” Sophia says, leaning in with one hand indecently high on Kia’s thigh, the touch jolting further up between her legs in an interested pulse of heat. “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.” She squeezes a little, letting her eyes fall to Kia’s mouth. It would be very distracting for the average client. Kia takes a moment to admire the technique, and also to enjoy any sex-related touching. It’s nice to pretend for a moment.

“Are you sure about that?” Kia makes a coin appear between her fingertips and resolutely ignores the disgruntled throb of her clit. “I pay very well for secrets.”

Sophia’s eyes track between the coin and Kia’s face several times, the coquettish look falling away into something much sharper. “Who do you work for?” she asks eventually, hand still braced on Kia’s thigh.

“Can’t say,” Kia says, not without regret. “I can tell you I’m not working for the magistrates, and I don’t want any information that’ll harm anyone. I’m here to help.”

Sophia scoffs, but she also snatches the coin and makes it disappear somewhere on her person as she sits up. “Everyone says they’re here to help, and most of them only mean themselves.”

Kia inclines her head in acknowledgment. “I just want to ask you some questions. You can answer or not as you please. I’ll pay for your time for the rest of the night, regardless.”

Sophia considers that for a long moment and finally nods. “You want a hand massage?” she asks nonsensically, and at Kia’s confused look, explains, “I think better when I have something to do with my hands, and you’re paying for the night, so...”

It takes three blinks before Kia can say, “Well, if hand massages are on offer?”

Sophia nods, something satisfied in the set of her shoulders, and they resettle a few moments later, facing each other on the couch with a towel spread over Kia’s trousers to protect them from the oil Sophia’s working into her palm. The urgent heat between Kia’s thighs settles down into a comfortable warmth, the touch intimate but not sexual. It’s been some time since Kia’s really had a sustained level of platonic touch this lovely in and of itself, the pleasant, smooth slide of Sophia’s fingers shivering over her skin to prickle the hair on the back of her neck.

“Strong,” Sophia comments idly, rubbing a firm circle into the muscle at the base of Kia’s thumb. “You work with your hands a lot?”

“You could say that,” Kia says, thinking about the five knives she has within reach and the varied ways she knows how to use all of them. She also thinks about the particular way she uses the largest knife that leaves a tendon in her hand sore and tight if she doesn’t stretch properly afterward, which is suddenly top of mind because Sophia’s found it and is pummeling it into submission. Fuck, fuck, ow, Kia loves it. “Damn, you’re good at this.”

“We get a lot of sailors in here and—you might be surprised to hear it—they love a hand massage,” Sophia says, preening at the compliment and at her own skill. She adds brutal pressure to a tiny knot. “Ask me your questions, definitely-not-Kara.”

Kia considers her options and decides to open with bluntness in the hope of receiving bluntness in return. “How much do you know about the disappearances that have been going on in Southport for the past year and a bit?”

Sophia’s brows furrow, though whether it’s at the question or at the tense place she’s found in Kia’s forefinger is anyone’s guess. “I know they’ve been happening,” she says slowly, more like she’s trying to remember than like she’s trying to come up with a lie. “It feels like everyone knows someone who’s gone missing, but I haven’t—it’s more that someone I know knows someone who knows someone who’s gone missing.” She waves around at the walls vaguely. “We try to go out in pairs, but all of us here are accounted for.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Kia says honestly. She hesitates while she tries to figure out the best way to ask the next question, relaxing into the massage while she thinks. “Have all the workers here been here a while?”

“Marinka just started a month ago,” Sophia says, and then the subtext of the question clicks. The glare she levels at Kia is impressive. “If you’re here to save us—” she spits, righteous anger boiling up in her voice, which is a pretty good sign that the thing Kia was worried about isn’t an issue, at least in this brothel.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Kia says, holding up her free hand apologetically, “it’s a genuine question. I don’t know how the brothels here are run, and I’ve seen every kind of setup, good and bad. I’m asking because I want to know whether or not I should keep an eye on any establishment in particular as I search.”

Sophia still looks suspicious, but gives a sharp little nod, acknowledging the point, if begrudgingly. “We’re all here because it was better than our other options, freely chosen.” She waves a hand vaguely at the window. “Better than gutting fish.”

Kia nods. “I fucking hate gutting fish.”

“It’s disgusting.” Sophia curls her lip, and they share a moment of mutual dislike. “All the brothels I know of are set up the same way. Indentures are illegal in Southport, not that some people don’t try to get around that, but we look out for each other.” At Kia’s interested noise she clarifies, “We have a system, going around to check in on the other houses once a month or so. If anything’s off, well...” She shrugs, her smile going sharp. “Justice is swift.”

“The magistrates?” Kia asks, already certain what the answer will be.

Sophia snorts. “Most of them are only good for taking bribes.”

“I get that impression,” Kia says wryly, sipping at her wine with her free hand. “Could a brothel bribe the magistrates to overlook the sudden addition of a bunch of new workers?”

Sophia’s nose wrinkles as she considers that. “I suppose, but I can’t imagine that they’d be able to bribe every other provider at the brothel, and every customer, and everyone who comes around to check up on things. I mean, when people try to bribe me, I just take their money and do whatever I was going to do in the first place.”

“Love that energy,” Kia says with genuine admiration. Sophia bats her eyelashes, preening playfully, and switches to massaging Kia’s other hand. “Is press-ganging an issue here?”

“The last time someone tried to press-gang a sailor they ended up keelhauled by the shipping guild,” Sophia says immediately. “And the time it happened before that there was an immediate mutiny and the ship came back into dock about two days later. It was huge gossip among the sailors downstairs. I’m not saying it never happens, I’m saying that it’s extremely frowned upon.” A pause. “Sometimes with knives.”

“Frowning upon something with knives is a good way to keep it from happening,” Kia says philosophically. She didn’t really think that press-ganging was the issue, mostly because she couldn’t imagine a ship that would have a desperate need for a sixty-year-old woman who walked with a cane—one of the victims whose family she interviewed earlier that day—but it was worth asking. “Where would you go if you wanted to disappear in Southport?”

“Well, it’s a big enough city that you could probably move across the river and hide pretty effectively,” Sophia says, nicely summarizing the main issue Kia’s dealing with. “But if I really wanted to make sure no one could find me? I’d go to Docktown.”

Kia remembers the sprawling piers and boardwalks with a nod. “I’ll keep looking, but if I hit up every brothel I’ll start drawing attention. Do you think you could ask around for me? See if anyone’s noticed anything suspicious? I’ll pay you, and whoever else has any information.”

Sophia’s thumbs dig into Kia’s palm, her lips pursed thoughtfully. “How many people have disappeared?”

“Forty-three. That we know of.”

Sophia’s frown returns, not directed at Kia this time. “That’s awful.” She glances up, determination in the set of her jaw. “Yeah, I’ll see what I can find out. Give me a few days?”

“Send for me at the inn across from the dolphin statue as soon as you have anything and I’ll be here in a flash,” Kia says, relieved to have the beginnings of a lead. Sophia nods and works over the meat at the heel of her hand, thumbs sliding up along the tendons of her wrist. Gods, Kia didn’t know she was missing out on hand massages in her life before now, but now that she knows there’s no going back.

“Are you sure you don’t want to fuck?” Sophia asks, breaking the comfortable silence. She runs a fingertip over the blunted tips of Kia’s nails, flashing a smirk. “These tell me you’re at least an occasional flower-seeker, so I’m pretty sure you can actually get me off.”

Kia laughs, startled and delighted. “I’m a full-time flower-seeker, so you’re not wrong, but...” She considers Sophia for a moment, the gleam of her hair, the honest appraisal on her pretty face, the curves of her body (again, the cleavage is perfectly engineered). She’s lovely. She’s attractive. She’s willing, pending a certain price negotiation. She even fucking offering.

“You’re not into it, are you?” Sophia asks, cocking her head slightly, her chestnut-brown curls brushing against the bare line of her shoulder. She doesn’t sound offended, more curious.

“I’m not not into it,” Kia assures her. “You’re very good at your job. I just...” She grumbles internally, trying to decide how honest to be, and then figures, Fuck it, people use working girls as confessionals all the time and she's at least paying well. “I’m at the age where I want something serious.”

“Oh, yuck,” Sophia says immediately, making a face. She blinks and her eyes go wide. “I mean, that’s lovely for you, sorry, totally normal thing to want—”

“No, I get it,” Kia says, smothering a cackle. “I also think yuck and I’m the one that wants it. No, no, the hand massage for tonight is fine.”

“Suit yourself,” Sophia says with a shrug, going in for the wrist thing on the other hand. They chat a bit more, mostly about clothes (Sophia wants to know what’s in fashion further up the Whitefish River) before Kia drops a generous handful of coins on the table and makes her way back to where she’s staying. She climbs in through the window and gets undressed in her empty room. She washes her face in her empty room and coils up her braids in a protective scarf in her empty room and climbs into her empty bed in her empty room and stares at the ceiling feeling empty, empty, empty.

You chose this, she reminds herself in the darkness. You could have your head between a pretty woman’s legs right now, so you don’t get to be maudlin about shit.

Her heart reminds her that it can be maudlin about anything it wants, actually. Kia huffs and rolls over, mushing her face into the pillow. Fine, then. She’ll just maudlin herself to sleep.
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Chapter 3
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TWO MORE LONELY DAYS of unproductive interviews later, Kia decides that the project needs more direct action, which is a fancy way of saying she’s gonna sneak around and see what shady stuff she can turn up. The sneaking is happening in Docktown, specifically, and it’s happening after dark, and Kia’s wearing her leathers and most of her knives and feels more like herself than she has in a week.

She hasn’t found anything useful yet, but what she hasn’t found is interesting in and of itself: There’s a complete lack of magistrate’s offices or city guards or even guild halls, nothing that could be seen as a source of authority. Given the somewhat ephemeral nature of the construction in Docktown it makes sense not to build something super official, but not even a guardhouse or two? Every instinct Kia has says that if the disappeared people are still in the city, they’re here.

Somewhere.

Docktown is large enough to be a town if it stood on its own and not as a constantly endangered part of Southport, and Southport is huge to begin with. It's impossible to search alone—if she started at one end the kidnappers would be able to move locations before she ever made it to the other end. She needs information, a lead, anything, the search for which has had her eavesdropping at three progressively rougher bars. A series of overheard conversations and petty thieves led her to her current hangout, where she’s nursing a surprisingly good ale and keeping an eye on the door.

“You motherfucker!” someone yells above the general hubbub, which makes Kia momentarily think there might be a brawl, but a quick glance reveals the yell came from one of the (definitely illegal) gambling tables. There are cards scattered in front of an annoyed man, clearly thrown down in a temper, but he’s not stabbing anyone about it. Good. Kia didn’t want to have to step in. This chair is comfortable, and most of the customers here have forgotten she even exists. It’s the perfect place to eavesdrop from.

Two overheard conversations about selling stolen goods later, Kia’s mug is empty and she has the names of several reliable fences that have nothing to do with her investigation. She doesn’t particularly want to keep drinking, but she’s learned more about the seedy underbelly of the city in the last hour than she has in the last several days, so she’s not ready to leave the bar yet.

Three men swagger through the door, moving with the kind of body language that says they expect everyone else to get out of their way, which isn’t uncommon in places like this. What is uncommon is everyone actually getting out of the way, and it piques Kia’s interest. She takes a nonexistent sip of her ale as she tracks them to the bar, where one of them leans on the counter and the other two stand behind him looking intimidating. There’s a heated-looking conversation with the bartender, and he disappears into a back room with a sour look. When he returns it’s with an obviously heavy bag, which the leaning man accepts smugly and hands to one of the intimidating guys. The whole thing seems almost rehearsed, the bartender annoyed but not surprised.

Well. Looks like Kia just found a gang large enough to run a protection racket. How very, very interesting.

Empty mug abandoned on the nearest table, Kia makes her way across the room toward the door with a casual, too-careful gait, like she’s had slightly too much to drink and is resolutely pretending she’s perfectly sober. No one even glances at her, which leaves her free to tail the trio of men outside and then slip into the shadows with a practiced ease.

They stop at two more bars, which means Kia gets better acquainted with the alleys and rooftops of Docktown than she’d been previously, and in the process forms some very strong opinions about smells. She’s still debating whether fish guts smell better or worse based on fish type when the men swagger back onto the street, heading deeper into Docktown, away from the shore and the city proper. They move with an impressive lack of caution, like they think no one could possibly touch them, which Kia takes to mean that they’re either immensely foolish or very deep in their own territory.

Or both, she reflects, gliding along behind them on silent feet. Could be both.

The men confidently and/or foolishly lead her to a warehouse, which she was expecting based on past experience. Organized crime requires a surprising amount of warehouse space. It’s to the point that Kia looks askance at most warehouses now, instinctively feeling she should investigate them.

Tonight she’s definitely investigating, and she scales the side of a nearby building, tucking herself into the shadow of a chimney to scope out the situation. Rushing in knives-out is a fun technique but one she employs very rarely. You need a solid idea of what you’re getting your knives out at, and that takes patience and observation and—currently—finding a place to sit with the least amount of bird shit possible.

Ah, the life of a Warrior’s Guild member is truly one of adventure and mystique. Kia sighs and settles in for tonight's mysterious adventure, namely, “watching a warehouse in the dark for a while.”

Whatever gang she’s tracked down doesn’t just control the warehouse, they control a complex of other buildings built on and around the main structure, like barnacles on rocks. (Kia’s pretty sure that’s how barnacles work.) She can see figures moving inside occasionally, silhouetted against the light of lanterns or candles. There’s one window where she watches someone at a desk working on what she can only assume is difficult math, to judge by the number of times they throw down their writing implement to rub their face in clear frustration. She makes a note of that window specifically—she doesn’t know if this gang is related to the disappearances, but she should be able to figure it out pretty quickly if she can get her hands on their ledgers.

About half an hour later, Kia’s ass is asleep and she’s learned about as much as she’s going to learn from her current perch next to a seagull. She carefully stretches, limbering up as quietly as possible so as to not draw human attention or disturb the seagull, and when she can move without creaking she makes her way silently to the edge of the roof. It’s an easy climb down into an alley that smells mostly like salt water and only a little bit like piss, where she takes the opportunity to stretch more thoroughly, joints popping audibly over the slosh of water against pilings.

More and more crunchy every year, Kia thinks self-deprecatingly, rolling out her shoulders. At least it’s warm here. The worst part of following little Lucían up into the mountains to fight a necromancer wasn’t fighting the necromancer, it was how fucking cold she was all the time and how stiff it made her.

(Fighting the necromancer also very much sucked and she still has nightmares about it sometimes, but the fight was over quickly. The cold, though? That stuck around.)

When she’s no longer in danger of giving away her movements via her bones arguing with her loudly about what they’re being asked to do, Kia slips out of the alley and makes her way toward the warehouse warren. She wants to get a better idea of the scale of the operation, maybe see if she can find the window with the frustrated accountant, possibly steal a ledger. She’s not expecting to find forty-three kidnapped people of varying ages in the first place she looks, but if they’re obviously not here, she doesn’t need to waste more time on this lead.

It would be really nice if the forty-three kidnapped people were inside this warehouse, though. It would also be convenient and speedy. Kia could return them to their families. All positives!

Kia climbs a series of roofs up until she can peek through a high window into the warehouse. Unfortunately, it does not immediately contain forty-three kidnapped people, and she sighs. It was worth a shot. She sticks around for a few more minutes, making sure that there’s nothing interesting going on (like a loud conversation happening right below her chosen window about forty-three kidnapped people). No such luck, unfortunately, and she slips away across the rooftop, leaving the uninteresting warehouse behind.

The window with the frustrated accountant is a few minutes of climbing away, and when Kia gets there it’s still bright with lamplight. She presses herself against the wall and uses one of her knives as a mirror, rotating the blade to and fro to get the lay of the land. The accountant (probably) is still there, rich brown skin maybe a shade or two lighter than hers, head shaved bald, clothing so nondescript as to be forgettable. Their nervous hands flip through books with urgency, pausing to occasionally take notes, dark eyes flicking up to the doorway on the far side of the room.

Kia weighs her options. The accountant is alone and unarmed. This is probably the best chance she has of getting a solid yes or no answer to the question of whether this particular gang is involved in the kidnappings. If she keeps her face covered there won’t be anything to connect her nighttime activities to her daytime activities, and she’s confident that she can keep the whole situation quiet.

Easy enough decision, then. She pulls the wrap around her neck up over her nose and creeps under the window, drawing the knife she prefers for occasions just such as this. The latch on the window is comically easy to wiggle loose, and she’s inside on silent feet with her hand over the accountant’s mouth before they can even react to the sudden breeze from the now-open window. Every muscle in their body tenses, and she can feel the startled inhale.

“Shh,” she whispers, her blade set under their jaw with deadly precision. “No one needs to die here today, but that’s up to you, hm?”

They’re pressed close enough that the accountant’s slow inhale shifts Kia’s body, close enough that she can smell something almond that she guesses is a skin oil. The accountant exhales carefully, both elegant hands pressed to the wood of the desk within her line of sight. They don’t relax, which she understands, but the rigid shock melts away into something more pliant and agreeable. 

Kia’s impressed. It’s rare for her to hold someone at knifepoint and have them react with this much poise. Maybe she’ll get out of this without anyone pissing themselves in fear.

“If you scream when I move my hand, you die.” The accountant’s breath catches. Good. “Tap twice on the table if you understand me and are planning to stay quiet.” Two fingers. Two taps. Another careful inhale. Kia really doesn’t want to kill anyone over this, so she sends up a silent prayer to the gods that this person continues to demonstrate good sense and slowly peels away the hand over their mouth.

The accountant takes a deep, shaky breath, swallows audibly, and whispers, “What do you want?” Their pidgin has an accent that reminds Kia of home with a little pang of recognition, which she ignores.

“Where are you keeping them?” If she has this one chance she should just go for it—again, she doesn’t actually think this particular gang is involved in the kidnappings, but she wants the answer anyway, preferably as quickly as possible.

The accountant tenses. “I don’t know,” they hiss, sounding deeply angry in a way that doesn’t seem directed at Kia, which is extremely strange since she’s the one holding a knife to their throat. She opens her mouth to ask another question right before the door handle jiggles.

“Shit!” the accountant whispers, accurately summarizing Kia's feelings on the situation, and they both freeze. Scenarios whirl across Kia’s mind in a dizzy rush of potential—if she drops the knife she can get out the window before the person at the door makes it inside, but that leaves the accountant free to either yell for backup (likely) or get murdered by the person at the door. Normally she wouldn’t worry about the latter, but the accountant sure isn’t acting like someone relieved that another member of their gang has shown up to save them from the mysterious woman with the knife, so she wants the chance to ask them a few more questions on that subject.

The door swings open while Kia’s still debating her options, which is fucking foolish of her—she blames the accountant for smelling so good, which she doesn’t normally care about in a hostage situation—revealing a short, heavily curvaceous person in dark, unadorned robes. They’re also wearing a wrap over the lower half of their face, so Kia has to extrapolate the rest of their expression from their shockingly pretty eyes. She has the time to do so, since all three of them blink at each other in a startled, confused silence for a heartbeat or four before the new addition offers up a vicious glare.

“Where are you keeping her?” they snarl quietly in the local pidgin as they step inside, hands slightly out to their sides and fingers curling in a way that make Kia’s instincts yell MAGIC! She flinches, not wanting to get set on fucking fire tonight, and when she does her knife comes away from the accountant’s throat. The mild-mannered front they’ve been putting on drops away immediately. They slap away her knife hand and dive for the window, throwing a book in her face for good measure.

Wait, why’s the accountant going for the window?

Kia dives after them—there are questions that still need answering—and the person at the door swirls their hands. Very much still expecting to get lit on fire, Kia dodges and ends up tripping on something, even though the floor seemed perfectly smooth a moment ago. She takes the momentum into a roll and comes up inside the guard of Door Fighter, snapping a punch at them with her unarmed hand. Their reflexes are excellent, a quick bob of their head and a nimble foot movement taking them out of her range, at which point a book thunks directly into their face. 

“Shit!” they curse, flinching away from the book. Kia takes advantage of their distraction to go for a tackle, tucking the knife safely away as she dives (if anyone gets stabbed she’ll never get any fucking answers), and her shoulder connects with Door Fighter’s solid waist, sending them into a further stagger.

The Accountant makes for the window again and Kia can’t really blame them for it. Door Fighter apparently can, because they hiss, “Get back here!” and yank one hand at the air. The window slams shut from the outside with a sudden gust of wind, which—okay, Kia is very curious, because she’s been around mages and none of them can move wind with their minds. She hopes she gets to ask even one of the many, many questions this two minute interlude has inspired, and to that end, she grabs one of Door Fighter’s arms and twists it up behind their back, a new knife shining in the lamplight at their throat.

“Move and I kill your friend,” Kia snaps at the Accountant, who freezes with one hand reaching toward the now-closed window. They turn and give her a blank look, eyes dropping to the knife and the corners of their mouth turning down. It’s the first good look Kia’s gotten at their face and she commits it to memory, high cheekbones and a wide nose with a bump at the bridge that takes it from perfect to interestingly flawed, though she's more caught by their dark, clever eyes.

“That’s not my friend,” the Accountant says with a blink. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish by holding your co-conspirator hostage.”

“I am not a co-conspirator!” the person in Kia’s hold snarls, body rigid. (They also smell good, maybe something with jasmine? Kia’s really lucking out in the smell department in this fight.) “Tell me where my sister is, you monsters!”

“Your sister?” Kia asks, rapidly re-evaluating her impression of the situation.

The Accountant frowns harder. “Is this some kind of strange interrogation technique? Maybe you should tell me where my brother is before you start demanding answers.”

“Your brother?” Kia asks, starting to get the picture, which (if she’s right) has the potential to be a hilarious misunderstanding.

“Why would I know where your brother is?” asks Door Fighter, sounding both angry and bewildered. (Door Fighter has a nice voice in addition to smelling good, something musical and lilting in their lightly accented pidgin. Kia places the accent now—they sound like the Kestrel, whose mother tongue is Taiyou-go and has taught Kia a few basic phrases.)

There’s a thumping sound from down the hall, and all of them snap stock-still. Kia recovers first and kicks the door shut with her heel, pushing all thoughts of nice voices and good smells out of her brain.

“Hey,” she says, voice low, “I’m gonna extend a lot of trust here: Are either of you actually working with the people who own this building?”

“Absolutely not,” says the Accountant. 

Door Fighter says something in Taiyou-go that Kia’s pretty sure involves insulting the people downstairs, the dismissive tone clear even if the words aren’t.

“Great,” Kia says, releasing Door Fighter from the arm lock and sheathing her knife. “I’m not, either, so unless any of us want to talk to a lot of people who are going to be very angry to find us in their office, I’m gonna suggest we pick up this conversation after we get the fuck out of here.” To the Accountant she adds, “Throw me that chair?”

Their eyes narrow. “Why?”

Kia rolls her eyes so hard she almost gets a headache. “To wedge the door, since it doesn’t have a lock! And then we buy enough time so we can get away without them being able to track us! Is this your first fucking break-in?”

“No,” says the Accountant.

“Yes,” says Door Fighter, then winces at having admitted it. They give Kia a sidelong look and shoulder past her to the door to press a hand to the wood. Kia hears them murmur a chant in Taiyou-go, barely audible, and the door swells under their touch until it looks well and truly wedged into the frame. “That should hold them.”

“Neat trick,” Kia says, impressed despite herself.

“Thanks,” Door Fighter says, still obviously suspicious but no longer doing magic shit in Kia’s direction. Progress!

“Are you two coming?” the Accountant asks, one leg already out the window.

“After you,” Door Fighter tells Kia pointedly. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”

“Fair enough,” Kia says amiably, and she clambers out after the Accountant.
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THE THREE OF THEM MANAGE to escape without pursuit and with a minimum of suspicious noise, which is a pleasant surprise. She doesn’t normally run into people as good at sneaking as she is, and it’s a nice change of pace not to have to constantly steer a massive wall of man around every single loud obstacle he could possibly kick, Black Bear. The Accountant does need some help down from the rooftops, which Kia provides. Door Fighter just jumps down and lands way too lightly while Kia watches and wonders.

By silent, mutual agreement they make it three boardwalks away and then take a moment in a dark alley to stop looking so fucking suspicious. Kia pulls the wrap off her mouth and turns it into a hip scarf situation; the Accountant puts on some jewelry—including long, dangling earrings of a style usually worn by women from the lake regions, which Kia is pretty sure they mean as a gender signal—and Door Fighter pulls down the fabric over their face, revealing round cheeks and a lush, full mouth before they—she, Kia’s pretty sure, not that the curves are necessarily an indicator—turns her outermost robe inside-out to reveal bright, geometric embroidery. From there the Accountant leads them to a stall selling a spicy shrimp stew to any late-night drunks who want it, and they convene at a lamp-lit table tucked up against the wall of a shop that does fishing nets. Maybe they repair fishing nets? Kia’s not an expert on fishing. She actively tries not to be an expert on fishing.

“So,” she says, deciding to get the ball rolling, because someone has to start and the other two are still glaring like they’re expecting another fight to break out. “You’re looking for your brother?”

The Accountant nods, somehow managing to make “eating stew” look both intimidating and skeptical.

“And you’re looking for your sister?”

Door Fighter nods as well, hand tight around her spoon.

“Great.” Kia offers up a grin. “Then we all of us have something in common, because I’m looking for your brother, your sister, and up to forty-one other people.”

This announcement gets her dual incredulous glances, eyebrows raised. The synchronization is so good Kia has to smother a giggle, because it definitely won’t help her case if she starts laughing at them.

“Who are you?” the Accountant asks, stirring their bowl contemplatively.

“I’m the Knife.” Kia makes one of her blades appear, spins it through her fingers demonstratively, and tucks it back away before pulling out her Guild emblem. “I’m from the Warrior’s Guild in Knightsrest. We got word of all the disappearances here and they sent me to investigate.”

“Just you?” Door Fighter asks, not without concern, which is very sweet of her according to the lonely voice in Kia’s heart that needs to shut the fuck up. (Door Fighter, now that Kia can see her in the lamplight, is very attractive, with curves like a fertility goddess and a mouth you could get lost in.)

“I’m good at blending in,” Kia explains with a shrug, not allowing Door Fighter's hotness to distract her. “We weren’t sure if the local authorities were in on it, so we didn’t want to make it obvious.”

The Accountant snorts in a way that makes their opinion of the local authorities perfectly clear. “I don’t know if they’re all in on it,” they say, the line of their shoulders relaxing slightly, “but they’re certainly not helping. I’m Nukunya. My brother is Kwami. He’s been missing for a month.”

“Kwami...” Kia casts her mind back over the letters and shakes her head. “He’s not on my list. It must have happened after the others wrote to us.”

“Or we didn’t know anyone was reaching out,” Door Fighter says, looking less quietly murderous. “My name is Masako. My little sister is Miyuki. I’ve been looking for her for three weeks.” She pauses, lowering her eyes. “I didn’t know how many other people had disappeared, or that anyone had reached out for help.”

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure that forty-three is only scratching the surface.” Kia takes a bite of the stew and allows herself to enjoy it—trying to ignore every small pleasure in life won’t help her find anyone’s missing family any faster. (If she’s using the same justification for the way she keeps politely eyeing up Masako, well, that’s her business.) “I’ve been interviewing the families that wrote to us, but it’s all the same story—”

“Someone went out to the market and never came back,” Nukunya finishes for her, their voice wrapping richly around the local pidgin. “No one saw anything, no ransom notes, nothing.”

“No, she didn’t just run away, and no, she didn’t have a secret lover, no, she didn’t get a job offer she didn’t tell us about,” Masako adds acidly. “She’s only eighteen! She wouldn’t have just left.”

“I see you’ve been talking to the same people that I have,” Nukunya says wryly, their mouth twisting in something that’s almost amusement and drawing Kia's eye.

“I have,” Masako confirms with a deep sigh. “That’s why I decided to look for her myself.”

“What have you found so far?” Kia asks, leaning closer.

“Not Miyuki,” Masako says with intense annoyance. “I’ve found a lot of places that she isn’t.”

“That’s actually more helpful than it might seem,” Kia points out. “Knowing where not to look saves a lot of time.” That sparks another question, so she turns to Nukunya. “Speaking of, how far did you get through those ledgers before I interrupted?”

“Before you threatened me with a knife, you mean?” Nukunya asks, eyebrow raising.

“Yeah, that,” she says cheerfully. “Sorry.” To Masako she adds, “You, too. I would never have held you at knifepoint if I’d known we were all on the same side.”

Masako offers her a bow across the table. “I apologize for tripping you, and for some of the insults.”

“I’m sorry I threw books in both your faces,” Nukunya adds. “Though, given the circumstances, I hope you can understand why.” They turn to Kia, dark eyes arrestingly focused. “I don’t think that particular gang is involved. Their ledgers are written in a basic cipher, which I would have figured out faster except whoever they have doing the accounting apparently can’t spell particularly well.”

“Frustrating,” Kia says with real feeling. There’s nothing as bad as trying to read documents in secret and having the documents themselves fight you. She’s had some real experiences vis a vis handwriting legibility under pressure.

“What I got through didn’t indicate any level of trafficking, nor the amount of resources you’d need to keep close to fifty people alive and under guard.” They shrug. “They seem to mostly move illegal goods.”

“Stolen?” Kia asks, more out of habit than anything.

Nukunya waggles their hand back and forth above the table. “Seemed more like a tax evasion situation than theft, but finding out the specifics of their operation wasn’t my priority.”

“That’s fair,” Kia allows. “I was staking out bars and saw them come in to take protection money, so I figured I’d follow them back and see what I could learn.” She jerks her chin at Masako. “How’d you end up in there?”

Masako’s round cheeks flush, from what Kia can tell in the dim light from the lanterns. “I was following Nukunya,” she says a little sheepishly.

They blink, surprise flitting across their face. “Me?”

Masako nods. “I knew you kept turning up in the same places I was searching. I assumed you were involved and were looking for the next victim.” She fiddles with the handle of her spoon and offers them an apologetic nod. “I guess I was half right.”

Nukunya gives her a long, lingering look. “May I ask how you knew what I was doing, Masako?”

“I asked,” Masako says simply, twisting her fingers in the air, and the breeze around the table picks up for just long enough to ruffle Kia’s braids and sway Nukunya’s earrings before it dies away again.

Ah. Yep. She’s definitely magic. Kia has a lot of questions, not all of which are useful (“Show me something cool?” definitely won’t help anything), so she tamps them down and nods. “How’d you make your way inside?” she asks Nukunya. “Window?”

“I walked,” they say calmly. Kia raises her eyebrows, and they add, “I’m very good at being forgettable. As far as they’ll remember, I’m a new clerk.”

Kia takes a silent bite of her stew, allowing her skepticism to show. Nukunya huffs quietly, sets down their spoon, and then does... something, changing their body language, pulling their shoulders in slightly and going very still. Kia watches it happen. Kia’s looking right at them—they’re literally right across the table from her—and she still somehow almost stops noticing them. Her instincts say there’s nothing of interest over there, even though her eyes are focused on a person who definitely exists. It’s one of the more impressive disappearing acts Kia’s seen, and she a) knows how to do exactly the same thing herself, and b) once fought a necromancer alongside a mage-nun who could make herself literally invisible.

“Yeah,” she says after a moment. “Yeah, that’ll do it. Who are you when you’re not looking for your brother?”

Nukunya comes back alive with a small smile, one that Kia immediately wants to see again for some reason. “I’m an auditor.”

There are a lot of jokes that come to mind. Kia sorts through them all methodically, discards them, and says, “Useful skill to have for what we’re doing.”

Nukunya inclines their head in a silent thank-you. 

Masako purses her lips. “We?”

“We,” Kia confirms, scraping the last of the stew out of her bowl. “We all have the same goal, right? It’ll be better to work together.” And it’ll be nice to have people to talk to about it, people who Kia can trust about it. She’d really, really like to have people to talk to about this, feels the ache of distance between her and her friends back in the Guild like a cramp in her calf. She’s used to working alone. She works alone more frequently than she doesn’t, but that doesn’t mean she likes it. “If I’d been there with you tonight you’d have had someone to watch the window,” she points out to Nukunya.

“I feel like that doesn’t entirely apply, since you came in through the window,” Nukunya muses.

“I would have stopped myself from coming through the window,” Kia says, ignoring how nonsensical that idea is. She turns to Masako, eyes catching on the skeptical twist to her full mouth and getting hung up there for a breath. “If we work together, we can cover more ground, share information, and have each other’s backs. If Nukunya and I had been part of that gang, that might have gone very badly for you.”

Masako considers that while she chews her final bite of shrimp. “Well,” she says when she’s swallowed, “I suppose—”

Whatever she was about to say is interrupted with a huge yawn she hides behind her sleeve, one that goes on and on and ends on a surprised little squeak. It’s so adorable that Kia has to stuff down a delighted giggle. She’s not going to laugh at the involuntary sounds someone makes, especially not someone she just met! (She absolutely makes fun of the way Glory gets the loudest hiccups in the world, and how Lucían only ever sneezes in threes, but that’s different. They’re family.)

“We can talk about this more in the morning,” Kia says, politely ignoring Masako hiding her face in her hands, cheeks pink. “I don’t think we’ll get anywhere else tonight.”

“Where are you staying?” Nukunya asks, all business. “Is it safe to discuss this there, or should we meet elsewhere?”

“I’m on the east side of the river,” Kia says, leaning closer. “Does that work for you? I’m still learning the city.”

Nukunya hums thoughtfully, and Masako stops yawning, and five minutes later Kia’s heading back to her inn, satisfaction floating in her footsteps. She didn’t find answers tonight, but she found people to help her ask the questions, and that feels almost as good.


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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KIA WAKES UP THE NEXT morning with a jaw-cracking yawn and a stretch that makes her back crunch in three separate places. In a few more years she’ll be too old for late-night stakeouts, she reflects as she wiggles around with another array of crunching noises. That’s fine. She’ll start working with a team and let the kids do all the late-night stakeout stuff and roll in when they need a lock picked or a very efficient stabbing. It’ll be the best of both worlds, except for the part where she’ll have to train up a team first, but that’s a problem for future Kia. Present Kia blinks her eyes against the dimly-lit room a couple of times and considers how she wants to start the day.

Some five seconds later, consideration complete, she unties the drawstring on her pajama pants and slides her hand under the waistband. She’s starting the day with an orgasm, obviously.

She spends a little while petting her lower abdomen and gently carding through the curls between her legs, letting the slow anticipation build under her skin until her cunt wakes up to match the rest of her. When things feel warm and needy she ventures on, gliding down until she can lightly skim the very tip of her clit. The feeling zings up her spine to prickle at the nape of her neck. Kia bites her lower lip on a sigh, eyes shut, and she slowly teases herself until she's well and truly ready to go.

Kia lets her mind wander as she works the wetness from her cunt over her fingers and clit in a hot, easy slide, pleasure building in her guts like a rope being pulled taut. She pretends that it’s someone else’s hand between her legs, someone with delicate fingers who smells like jasmine. Maybe her partner would be soft all against her side, generous breasts and a round belly and one thigh thrown over Kia’s leg as her hand worked Kia toward orgasm. Or maybe she’d be kneeling between Kia’s legs, big dark eyes trained on her cunt, where she’d slip her fingers into Kia's wet heat and curl them up like so, the heel of her hand keeping pressure on her clit while she grinds her hips against the touch desperately, tension drawing her up tight and hot and wild—until—until—

Kia’s head snaps back into the pillow as her climax washes over her, cunt spasming around her fingers and her whole body shaking. She gasps through it near-silently out of habit and rides out the shivering, sparking, skin-hot pleasure in waves until it finally passes. The mattress is soft under her, and the room bright with the rising sun, and Kia pants quietly in her empty bed.

So.

It’s not that Kia’s never masturbated while thinking about an attractive person she’s met, but she’s certainly never done it quite so... Immediately. Or with someone she’s planning to investigate a series of kidnappings with. (Except with Glory, but that doesn’t count, obviously, because they were lovers at the time.) Someone who is functionally a stranger, and who she has no reason to expect would return her... affections is the wrong word, given that she barely knows Masako, so her—uh—urges.

This is fine, she tells herself, pulling her hand out of her trousers and wiggling out of bed to clean up. I’ve just been pent up. It’s not like she has to know. She’ll be professional about this. She can be professional. She’s great at being professional.

Kia prepares for the day, choosing one of the flowing, colorful dresses she’s been using as her investigation persona and spending more time than necessary coiling up her braids into an elaborate twist. She’s not even sure why she does it. It’s just been a while since she’s done anything complicated with her hair, and she likes how it looks when she’s done. She tells herself it doesn’t mean anything, just like it doesn’t mean anything when she put on some extra eyeliner and a few carefully painted silver glyphs around her eyebrows.

She maintains this fiction up until she reaches the steamed bun stall they all agreed to meet at, where Masako waits dressed in an indigo blue yukata patterned in tiny white dots. It sets off the bronze tones of her skin beautifully, her black hair sleek and shiny under the morning sun, the ample curves of her body rimmed in sunlight, and Kia has to face the immediate and present knowledge that she absolutely meant to look nice this morning for a specific reason, and the reason is standing right in front of her.

Masako gives Kia a nod, eyes tracing a slow path up over the bright oranges and pinks of Kia’s dress to rest on her hair. Kia lets it happen, barely keeping herself from leaning against the nearest pillar and letting her eyes go half-lidded and flirtatious. Masako’s probably just evaluating the differences between how Kia looked last night and now. Not every lingering glance from a woman with curves like a winding river is meant to communicate intent, especially when that woman is here to discuss her missing sister.

(Gods, though, if Masako wanted to communicate intent, Kia would be for it every day of the week and twice on Sundays.)

“Good morning,” Nukunya says in the common pidgin, approaching at a pace that manages to look unhurried while very efficiently weaving through the foot traffic. They also look different in the sunlight, amber tones to their eyes that weren’t apparent last night and their brown skin gleaming with a recent application of some kind of cosmetic oil. They come to a halt, calf-length tunic swishing around their legs and their beaded earrings brushing their neck, then gesture with an elegant hand toward the bun stall. “Shall we?”

They very much shall, if Kia has anything to say about it, because the buns smell amazing and she’s planning on eating at least three. (Also, if her mouth is full, she can’t use it to lick the soft curve of Masako's neck. Important.) They don’t bother with conversation until they’ve worked their way through the line and crowded around a tiny table with their spoils. Kia happily tears her way through the pillowy, soft steamed bread layer of her bun into the savory pork filling, and she doesn’t come up for air until it's safely tucked away in her belly. She sighs in satisfaction, eyes shut as she really lets herself live in the post-bun moment, and when she blinks back to the real world she finds the other two watching her with barely restrained humor.

“What?” she asks, sipping her tea with a straight face.

“Did you enjoy that?” Masako asks, hiding her smile behind another bun.

“Might have,” Kia allows. “What, you’ve never seen a woman eat a bun before?”

“Not like that,” Nukunya says dryly, and Kia snorts into her teacup.

“So,” she says when she’s no longer in danger of choking on a beverage, taking a much more reasonably sized bite of her second bun. “Where have you been, and what do you know?” Wait, actually. “And just to be clear so I can be polite.” She points at herself. “Woman.” She jerks her chin at Masako. “Woman?” To Nukunya she finishes, “Neither?” running a finger over her own beaded earring demonstratively.

“Woman,” Masako confirms, looking at Nukunya curiously.

“Neither.” Nukunya inclines their head. “Thank you for checking.” They raise an eyebrow at Masako, who blushes.

“I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t know how to ask,” she explains. “We” —and she makes a motion to herself and also toward a different part of the city— “have different signals.”

“I would have corrected you,” Nukunya assures her, and then turns back to Kia. “I think I’d like to hear you tell us where you’ve been and what you know first.” It’s said firmly, but without malice.

“All right, but you have to promise not to be disappointed by my lack of progress,” Kia says, happy to share now that she has people to share with. “I’ve only been in this city a week and running into you two was the biggest success I’ve had so far.” Disclaimer complete, she launches into an explanation of her time in Southport, the letters and the Guild and the interviews and the utter lack of any kind of connecting thread.

“I figured last night that either I’d miraculously find everyone I was looking for in the first warehouse I searched, or I’d at least learn more about the gang activity in this city and know who not to bother with,” she finishes with a shrug. She hopes she made herself sound competent and cool, like someone Masako wants to spend more time with socially and professionally. (She also hopes she finds a nice dock to fling herself off of, because she hasn’t even known Masako twelve hours yet and she’s being ridiculous.)

“And instead of either of those things, you found us,” Masako observes thoughtfully. 

“And threatened us at knifepoint,” Nukunya adds.

“I said I was sorry!” Kia huffs. “You threw a book in my face!”

“And I’d do it again,” they say calmly, the corner of their mouth ticking up. They lean forward over the table, hands pressed to the wood and dark eyes solemn. “I think it has to be one of the organized crime rings, and I think everyone is either still in the city or they were taken away by land.”

“How do you know?” Masako asks, frowning. “There are ships in and out of the port every day.”

“I’ve been through the books of every shipping company and every smuggling company I can get my hands on, and that’s a lot,” Nukunya says with confidence. “There are no records of trafficking, or the things you need in order to traffic that many people. You’d need additional food and water, you’d be taking on less actual cargo, and you’d need to bribe so many people in order to make it work.”

“I’ve heard Southport cracks down hard on press-ganging,” Kia says, absently tapping her fingers on the table.

“That’s putting it mildly.” Nukunya neatly finishes their bun and brushes off their hands. “If there’s one thing the local authorities actually care about, it’s making sure people want to come to Southport for trade. If a city gets a reputation as a place where you might get stolen onto a boat and trapped into servitude, people will find somewhere else to do their trading. The last time we had a trial for press-ganging was, oh, three years ago?” Their mouth presses into a flat line. “The executions were public.”

All three of them go quiet, the bustle of the city floating around their bubble of vaguely horrified contemplation.

“If you had enough money, couldn’t you manage the bribes anyway?” Masako asks, which is a valid and smart question from a competent and lovely woman, in Kia’s one hundred percent accurate opinion.

“Theoretically, but the law is that if someone tries to bribe a port official, the government will pay double the amount of the bribe for the official who reports it,” Nukunya says with a hint of impatience. “This is my job. I investigate these kinds of records every day. I’m telling you, if bribes are happening, it’s not at the port.”

“Can I ask a related but not technically relevant question?” Kia asks, raising her hand politely. Nukunya gives her a piercing look but also a nod. “How many bribe conspiracies did that law cause?”

Nukunya cracks a smile, seemingly against their will. (It's a shockingly nice smile.) “Fewer than you might think once word got around that I might come investigate the situation.”

“Oh?” Kia asks with a raised brow.

“I’m a very good auditor,” Nukunya says with utter certainty. Kia has a sudden vision of watching them ask a series of pointed questions of a business owner, probably about math or something (she’s never done an audit in her life and isn’t entirely sure how it works). She thinks it would be fun to watch, with Nukunya’s stern expression and their dark eyes flashing gold in the right light. She wonders if she’ll get to see it happen. She hopes so. She does so love watching people get to be incredibly competent. It’s kind of a thing.

“So what about you?” Nukunya asks, turning to Masako and startling Kia out of her extended mental digression. “What have you found?”

“A lot of nothing,” Masako says with disgusted curl to her lower lip that unfairly brings Kia’s attention to her mouth. “The stones won’t talk to me.”

The... stones? Kia exchanges a glance with Nukunya, just in case she misheard that, and they also look confused, so Kia asks, “The stones?”

“Yes!” Masako hisses, slapping her hands on the table. “I keep trying and thinking I might get somewhere and then right when I think it’s going to wake up...” She cuts a hand through the air, glaring. “Nothing.”

Kia is more certain than ever now that Masako is magic, but Lucían never talked about having conversations with rocks. (Yes, there was that time he semi-accidentally channeled the magic power sleeping beneath an ancient city and used it to burn an unholy necromancer to second death, but she got the impression that sort of shit is rare.) On the other hand, maybe Lucían never figured out how to talk to stones? Sister Evelyn figured out that invisibility thing on her own and Lucían didn’t know how to do that, even though they learned the same kind of magic.

“How do you talk to the stones?” Nukunya asks, having thankfully decided to go for the obvious question.

“Not successfully,” Masako says with an annoyed huff, and then she glances up, eyes flicking between their faces. “Oh.” The annoyance fades away as she straightens her shoulders, something apologetic in the curve of her eyebrows. “I’m not speaking to the stone itself. I’m speaking to the kami inside the stone, or trying to.”

“The kami?” Kia thinks she’s heard the Kestrel use that word, but not enough that she has a strong idea of what it means. (Their language lessons focused more on buying food and asking the way to the nearest inn, because Kia has priorities.)

“Mm.” Masako nods. “They’re...” She worries her plush lower lip with her teeth, squinting at nothing. “I think you might call them a god, or a spirit? But neither of those is quite right.”

Kia is familiar with the difficulties that lie in translation, when half her friends learned the common pidgin as adults and now frequently lapse back into their mother tongues when they can’t remember the word they want. Whether the kami are gods or spirits doesn’t particularly matter. There’s a more relevant question, namely: “And you can talk to them?”

“Some of them.” Masako makes a twirling gesture with her fingers and the breeze picks up, scattering the remaining crumbs from their breakfast. “Some are harder than others, and not all of them are even awake because none of you” —she waves at Kia, Nukunya, and the general array of non-Taiyou-go speakers surrounding them— “leave offerings or pray to them. You don’t even know they’re here.”

Kia still only about halfway understands how this is supposed to work, but fortunately Nukunya leans forward, one hand turned up beseechingly on the table, and says, “I’ve never heard of a kami before today. Please explain them to me as though I am an easily distracted child, so I can speak of them with you in a respectful manner.”

“And maybe we should do it while walking,” Kia adds, glancing over her shoulder at the line for the stall and the crowded tables around them.

Masako hums under her breath, glancing around thoughtfully. “Okay. Okay, maybe we’ll... Yes.” She nods and starts stacking their dishes. Kia does a cursory brush-off of the table as they surrender it to a harried-looking young man and what are presumably his four children. May he carry Nanezzi’s blessings with him. Kia wouldn’t want to have to deal with four hungry kids on her own at any time of day, let alone breakfast.

Masako walks with purpose, moving through the crowd with a quiet confidence that has people stepping out of her way without seeming to notice they’ve moved. Kia follows after, subtly eyeing the sway of her hips and wondering if getting people to move out of the way is an attitude thing or if this is a benefit of Masako being able to speak to kami.

“Kami inhabit everything,” Masako says when the crowds around them have thinned out, turning to meet Kia’s eyes over her shoulder, and then Nukunya’s to make sure they’re listening. “They primarily inhabit elements of the natural world, no matter what size. There might be a powerful kami that lives in an entire forest, and that forest will also contain smaller kami living in the individual trees, but there are also kami in things that we make, especially things that we love or use often.” She pauses for a large wagon to roll by, offering up a perfect opportunity for questions.

“What causes kami?” Kia asks, tucking in close to Masako to avoid being trampled by a donkey and getting a whiff of that jasmine scent again. She bodily resists the urge to press her face into the nape of Masako’s neck, dragging her brain back on track. “Are they... Are they made?”

“What makes the sun?” Masako asks philosophically. “What makes the sky? Kami are there regardless of whether you worship them or not.” She leads them around a corner into a wider, busier street. “There are kami in places my people have never been. There were kami here in Southport before we came here, but now that we’re here and can offer them the appropriate respect and honor, some of them have woken up.”

“And now that they’re awake, you can speak to them,” Nukunya says, pressing a steadying hand to Masako’s back as a man carrying a large basket very nearly knocks her over.

“Exactly,” Masako says, catching her balance and giving Nukunya a grateful nod. “But...”

“Not all of them are awake,” Kia finishes for her. “And if they’re not awake, it doesn’t matter whether you can usually speak to kami or not.”

“Exactly,” Masako says again, much more grumpily this time. “My grandmother says that if we were back in the homeland Miyuki never would have gone missing in the first place, because the kami would have protected her.” She pauses, weighing her words, and adds, “I think that’s probably an exaggeration. People go missing everywhere.”

“Don’t I know it,” Kia mutters, gently pulling Nukunya out of the way of a woman too busy talking to her friend to look where she’s going.

“If we were back in the homeland then the kami would be awake, though.” Masako sighs as she leads them around another corner, into a neighborhood with tiled roofs and dark wood pillars and white plaster walls. “If she’d disappeared near our house the kami would have been awake, but it had to happen at the next market over where we don’t have any shrines.”

“Shrines?” Nukunya asks, delicately taking Kia's hand by the wrist and removing it from their elbow. Kia releases her grip as quickly as she can, not even sure why she left it there in the first place. Yes, Nukunya’s arm was firm and warm under her fingers, but that's no excuse for lingering touches to a relative stranger.

“Shrines,” Masako confirms as she drifts to a halt, waving at the building in front of them. It’s set back from the road behind a tall red-painted gate, the courtyard filled with large stone planters overflowing with flowers, the mossy ground planted with evergreen shrubs and even some trees. The building itself is more white plaster and dark wood, the roof slate gray tile and decorated with the scrolling water dragons of the East. The whole place has a calm to it, somehow separate from the bustle of the street just outside. Kia’s never seen a shrine quite like this before, but it’s unmistakably a place of worship.

“This one is for the sun kami, because we always venerate her, and it’s for the sea kami, because we’re by the ocean,” Masako explains, demonstratively washing her hands at a small fountain just inside the gate. “But it’s also for the Whitefish river kami, because it’s the next most powerful one, and it’s for the smaller kami that we ask to protect the neighborhood and for any kami that don’t have a specific shrine, too.”

“Are all shrines for all kami?” Nukunya asks, washing their hands when Masako gives them an expectant look. Kia hurries to follow suit, not wanting to get an eyeballing of her own.

“Not in the homeland,” Masako says. She pauses to sip water out of her clean hands, rinse her mouth, and spit it politely into the drain. “Or, I guess you could worship any kami at any shrine if you had to, but it would be... rude. Like visiting your brother’s house and ignoring him to ask why your sister isn’t there.”

“But you don’t have as many shrines in Southport,” Kia says, following the mental trail. “So it’s more like having your entire family living in the same house.” She follows Masako’s example by rinsing out her mouth, because she’s going to be respectful and if the kami want her to have a clean mouth, they’ll get it.

(There are a few drops of water clinging to Masako’s chin and slowly crawling down her soft throat toward the collar of her robes, and Kia is trying to be respectful about that, too, even though it’s extremely distracting.)

“Exactly,” Masako agrees, giving Kia a twinkling smile, adorable dimples appearing in her full cheeks. “Most of us have small altars in our houses for the family kami, and there are some alcove shrines in the neighborhood, but this is the main one.”

“Can everyone speak to the kami?” Nukunya asks, blotting the corner of their mouth on their sleeve.

“Theoretically,” Masako allows, leading them along the side of the path deeper into the tree-shaded courtyard, where the actual shrine sits with paper-screened doors open to the air, a bell on a rope and donation box waiting patiently for supplicants. Masako bows twice to the statues inside, hands folded in front of her, claps twice, then inclines her head with her eyes shut. After a quick glance at each other to make sure they’re on the same page, Kia and Nukunya do the same.

Hello, Kia thinks in the direction of the statues. I don’t know any of your names, but Masako does, and I hope you can help us, because there are a lot of people who need help right now. She pauses, wondering if she should add anything else, and goes with, Thank you for listening. The breeze picks up briefly as she straightens, pulling at the hem of her skirt, but she can’t tell if that was the work of the kami or just the weather. Masako might say it could be both.

Eventually Kia hears the rustle of fabric and peeks at Masako, who’s offering another, deeper bow. Kia scrambles to imitate her, and the three of them straighten in unison.

“Anyone can speak to the kami,” Masako says, leading them toward one of the side buildings and continuing the conversation like the interlude with the bowing hadn’t happened. “Hearing them respond is the hard part.”

“Makes sense,” Kia says, having just mentally spoken to said kami and not heard anything in reply.

“I assume you’ve had the training to hear them?” Nukunya asks, sounding the slightest bit impatient. Kia understands the impatience—this extended explanation isn’t getting them any closer to finding the missing people—but they did ask for it, and she finds it fascinating.

“Hear them?” Masako’s smile is a slow, beatific thing, her hands carving through the air in a way that would spell power even if Kia didn’t feel the pressure on her skin. She tenses, waiting for something to burst into flames (which in her experience is what usually happens when people start throwing around magic, Lucían) and keeps a hand near her favorite knife, just in case this was all a long con and Masako’s actually one of the kidnappers.

Nothing catches on fire, which is a relief. 

Kia does not have a lot of time to feel that relief, since what actually happens is the air swirls toward Masako and floats into a smokey shape that looks vaguely bird-like, and then extremely bird-like, and then the hazy outline of a spread-winged crane lands to Masako’s left. It’s almost enough of a distraction that Kia doesn’t notice a deer that looks made from the mottled light of a forest glen pick its way to Masako’s heels, and really, she thinks she could be forgiven if she hadn’t also noticed a—a cat? No, a fox! Or, something that looks like the heat shimmer above a fire, but manifesting in the shape of a fox. The heat-shimmer fox winds itself around Masako’s ankles before flopping down on its belly, entirely impossible from nose to tail.

“I don’t just hear them,” Masako says, trailing her fingers reverently over the graceful neck of the crane and the antlers of the deer, which Kia’s brain insists cannot possibly exist. Masako radiates an energy that gives Kia goosebumps, somehow more present than anything else in the courtyard. Kia once (while badly injured and possibly just as badly concussed) watched Lucían channel the magic heart of a mountain directly into a necromancer, and Masako isn’t quite at that level, but there’s something intimidatingly familiar about it.

“I am Yamamoto Masako,” she says, shoulders back, eyes gleaming with power, and her voice echoing with a faint trace of something indescribable and wild. “I am the priestess of the Southport Michi shrine, and these are the kami that I serve.”

Kia’s brain goes a bit blank, because, well... She might have a bit of a thing for intimidating women, and she has functioning eyes so she already noticed that Masako was lovely, and now she’s lovely and radiating the power to destroy, if not an entire city block, then probably a small building, and for all Kia’s attempted professionalism she’s still a human woman made of fallible, lonely flesh.

“That is extremely fucking cool,” is what she says, for all the aforementioned reasons, instead of something more suave or eloquent or polite. Fuck. Fuck. Maybe she should go over to the fountain at the entrance and dunk her whole head under it. She’s from the fucking Guild! She should be making a good—or at least competent—impression! “Sorry for swearing at your kami,” she adds with an apologetic half-bow to the kami in question.

“Apology accepted,” Masako says after a glance at the kami to confirm it.

“I second the Knife’s awe if not her language,” Nukunya says, sounding gobsmacked. They drop to one knee and half-reach toward the shimmering fox shape, then freeze. “I’m sorry, is this—” they start, glancing up at Masako for permission.

“You can touch if it allows you to,” Masako says with a nod, some of her mantle of power dissolving, not that that makes her any less attractive. “Fox probably won’t feel like anything to you.”

Nukunya nods in a combined thank-you and acknowledgment and carefully offers their fingers to the fox that shouldn't exist. The fox—just Fox?—lifts its transparent head and sniffs Nukunya’s hand, then goes in for a head-butt, which results in passing entirely through Nukunya’s hand.

“Oh,” they say, surprised, and they reverently wiggle their fingers inside the heat-shimmer of the almost-invisible fox. “It’s like holding my hand in a sunbeam.”

Kia’s vaguely aware that she’s watching literally slack-jawed and can’t find it in her to care enough to do anything about it. Sure, she’s gotten a little used to seeing magic happen on a regular basis, especially after Lucían trained a bunch of healers for his Guild hospital, but this is wildly different from anything Lucían does. She briefly wishes he was here—she’d pay good money to watch him and Masako talk about their faiths and magical techniques. She bets they’d get so excited they’d forget to eat for half a day.

“So were they with you last night?” she asks eventually, making her mouth do something useful. She’s about thirty seconds from making some kind of suggestive comment about worshiping Masako on her knees and is bodily forcing herself to stay on-task.

“Yes.” Masako scritches her fingers under the chin of the smoke-crane, which appears to be enjoying the touch if the way it tips its head into her hand is any indication. (How does it work? Kia wonders a bit wildly.) “And no,” Masako continues, looking down at the entirely impossible sight and sighing. With a gesture all three creatures vanish, leaving the courtyard feeling strangely empty, though at least Kia’s brain is no longer screaming about animals that aren’t there. “They’re tied to me and to the shrine. The further I go from the shrine, the less they can do on their own.”

“What’s the range?” Nukunya asks immediately. Kia’s known them less than a day and already has the strong impression they’re always going to want to know the facts of a situation before anything else, which is a priority she can get behind.

“Depends on how many other shrines are in the area.” Masako says with a half-shrug. “I can go further to the west of the city than I can to the east because there are more of us on this side of the water, so more of the kami are awake.” 

Nukunya frowns into the distance, still crouched on the stone of the courtyard. “So if you were to set up more shrines to the east?”

Masako huffs something like a laugh. “I like the way you think,” she says, pulling Nukunya to their feet. “It’s unfortunately not quite that simple.”

“It never is,” Kia complains with an eye-roll.

“Truer words were never spoken,” Nukunya agrees. They step back from Masako and offer her a neat, respectful bow. “Thank you for sharing this with us. I’m honored to have been taken into your confidence.”

“Seconded,” Kia says, mimicking the bow and internally berating herself for not having thought to do it first. “Glad to be working with you,” she adds, which is nowhere near as elegant or articulate. She’s really doing great with regards to making the Guild and its members look cool and competent in front of two allies. Way to go, her.

“You’re welcome,” Masako says, gently guiding Nukunya out of the bow with her hands cupped under their elbows. “I’m glad that you think it’s impressive, because so far it’s gotten me nowhere.”

“Well,” Kia says, that idea sparking something in the back of her mind, “it’s gotten you nowhere closer to finding your sister. It might get you closer to finding someone else.”
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Chapter 5
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THE SQUARE KIA WANTS to visit is probably close to an hour away by foot, but thankfully Nukunya understands the inscrutable routes of the hired carriages and gets them there in a little over twenty minutes. (Kia has, for all her experience in other cities, not yet figured out exactly how the carriage drivers make their decisions about who they pick up and where they go, and thus has been walking everywhere.) 

The carriage is indisputably faster, but it’s an excruciating ride. They’re crammed elbow-to-elbow with other passengers, and the humidity rolling off the bay makes everything uncomfortably hot and damp. Kia spends the entire ride smushed between Nukunya and the wall, staring pointedly out the window to avoid getting seasick, trying not to sweat on them, and grateful that all she can smell is their sweet almond skin oil. It’s a very nice scent, perfectly matched to the natural aroma of their skin. Kia resists the urge to lean in for a better whiff, glad to be able to enjoy something about this close-quarters ride. 

Be professional, she reminds herself sharply. They're working together to solve a series of crimes. Nukunya isn’t here for nuzzling. She shouldn't want to nuzzle them, even to avoid getting ill.

“Statue first?” Nukunya asks when they’ve taken their lives into their hands by jumping down from the still-moving carriage. (The horse was only at a walk, but still.) 

“Cold drink first,” Masako says, dabbing at the sweat beaded on her forehead with a handkerchief from her sleeve. “I hate riding in those things when there’s no breeze.”

“So it’s better with a breeze?” Kia asks conversationally, taking a few deep breaths to settle her stomach as she steers them in the direction of a vendor pouring a deep red liquid out of a brightly-glazed pitcher. Is that... She gets close enough to recognize the basket of dried hibiscus flowers on the end of the table and has to resist the urge to pat herself on the back for spotting the bissap from across the square. Instincts! She has them!

“It’s better with a breeze as long as you’re the one upwind,” Masako allows. She twitches her fingers and the air picks up around them, drying the sweat from the nape of Kia’s neck.

“Oh, I am so glad I met you,” Kia says fervently, shaking out her skirts to get as much cooling out of the kami-created breeze as she can. “People who haven’t met mages think the impressive thing is the control over the undead or the lighting people on fire, but me? I’m about the little things.” She switches to Tuseme, smiling brightly at the vendor. “Salamu, Mama! Is your family well?”

It takes a few moments for Kia to negotiate for three brightly-colored mugs of the bissap and, when she turns around, she finds two identical curious/horrified looks directed at her.

“The control over the undead?” Nukunya asks in the common pidgin, like they’re not sure they heard correctly.

“The lighting people on fire?” Masako asks, in the same tone.

“Not the same person,” Kia assures them, handing over their mugs. Wait. “Well, technically the same person, but he only controlled the undead dragon to keep the other guy from killing us with it.”

“The undead dragon?” Nukunya looks like they don’t know which part of that sentence to ask about first.

“Yeah, it was a really unpleasant surprise after the undead bear and undead boar we’d been dealing with up until then.” Kia grimaces with feeling. “Thank the gods we had Lucían with us, or we’d have been completely fucked, and not in the fun way.” She should probably not talk about fucking in the fun way if she wants to keep it professional, and yet.

“And Lucían is the one who controlled the undead dragon?” Nukunya sounds more and more concerned with every word out of their mouth.

“Until the Badger could blow it up,” Kia says, nodding. “He had to figure it out on the fly, too, while the rest of us were fighting the necromancer. He didn’t start the undead issue, but damn, he sure as hell finished it.”

“Lucían is the one who lights people on fire, though?” Masako’s voice goes higher on every word, matching the rise of her eyebrows.

“Not habitually,” Kia assures her, sipping her bissap and savoring the sweet-tart flavor. “Only when they’re trying to kill him, and usually not even then. He’s a very sweet boy; usually focuses on healing magic. Cried like a baby when he got married to the She-Wolf, bless his soft little heart.”

Masako regards her for several long moments in silence. “I really want you to be lying, but you’re not, and that seems worse.”

“You can talk to statues,” Kia points out. “I don’t see how that’s weirder than anything I just said.”

“Masako communicating with the spirit inside a statue doesn’t carry the inference that the statue might come to life and kill me in my bed,” Nukunya says with a hint of genuine worry. “Apparently now I have to be concerned about undead dragons, two words I never wanted to hear next to each other.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Kia says reassuringly. “Necromancers are extremely rare, and if anyone gets their hands on the book the last one used, Lucían will feel it in his bones and then go light them on fire.” She pauses, considers whether that’s actually reassuring, and adds, “Also the undead are vulnerable to salt, so you’d just need to lure them into the bay.”

Nukunya blinks several times. “Good to know,” they say eventually, and take a long, deep swallow from their mug, possibly wishing it was wine instead of cold sweetened hibiscus tea. Kia follows suit, partially to hide a smirk. She does genuinely forget sometimes that her life comes across as utterly bizarre to people who haven’t lived it, but sometimes she knows that it comes across utterly bizarre and leans into it because it’s fucking hilarious.

Also, they literally came to this neighborhood to see if Masako could speak to a statue to track a missing boy. Yes, that involves one hundred percent less fighting (probably), but she really doesn’t think anyone has a leg to stand on if they want to call anyone else in this little trio weird.

When their mugs are empty and they’ve all decompressed physically and emotionally from the carriage ride, Kia finds herself standing in front of the statue they’ve come to interrogate. It is, indeed, a sea serpent. She has no idea if it actually looks anything like real sea serpents, since Lucían has opened her eyes to the dramatic discrepancies between most drawings of magical creatures and their appearances in the real world, but it has a long, coiled-up snake body and fins and a big snarling mouth from which a stream of fresh water pours, so: Sea serpent.

“Do you need us to do anything?” she asks as Masako centers herself in front of a section of the bench-high wall around the fountain that’s obviously being used as a makeshift altar, what with the candles and carefully-stacked fruit all warring for space.

“Keep me from getting interrupted,” Masako says, pulling a packet out of her sleeve, from which she retrieves some dried fruit to add to the other offerings.

“Would that be dangerous?” Nukunya asks, looking concerned.

“No, it’s just annoying,” Masako reassures them. She puts the packet away again and takes a deep breath. “I don’t know how long this will take, so be patient.” Kia hums in acknowledgment, as does Nukunya, but Masako doesn’t bother to wait before repeating the bowing, clapping, and praying ritual from earlier. Kia stops humming in acknowledgment and instead shuts up. She knows when her input isn’t needed.

Masako bows her head, hands clasped together. She looks fervent and serene as she prays, mouth relaxed, eyes closed, eyebrows intent over it all. What’s she saying? Does she pray in words, or in feelings and images? Is the kami going to answer her, and if so, how?

Kia realizes an awkwardly long amount of time later that she’s been staring straight at Masako’s face while she ponders these questions, and she yanks her eyes back to the statue, feeling heat prickle at the back of her neck that has nothing to do with the sunlight. Bad enough that she’s completely superfluous in this situation! She doesn’t have to be weird about it, too.

Desperate for a distraction, Kia reviews the facts of this case. Missing: One Alejandro Garcia, seventeen years old and the second son of a spice merchant family. Two months and fifteen days ago he left to pick up a clothing order from a tailor a few streets away and never came back. There are no signs that he left to pursue another livelihood, or that there was a rift in the family.

He was still working on an embroidered doll for his hermanita, his mother’s letter to the Guild read in part, the Lengua written in a shaky hand. He would never have left something like that unfinished. Por favor, por favor, help me find mi hijo.

And so here Kia is, hoping against hope that a very attractive person she lightly attempted to kill yesterday can break the whole fucking frustrating case wide open by talking to a statue. It’s objectively not the strangest thing she’s ever done for an investigation, even excluding all the stuff with the necromancer that one time.

(Kia takes a moment to reflect on that fact and what it says about her life. Most of it seems pretty normal when it’s happening—necromancer excluded—but actually, yeah. She lives a weird fucking life, no getting around it.)

Masako inhales deeply as the water pouring from the statue’s mouth sputters strangely, the flow drying up for a breath and then spitting back out with vigor in the next moment. It’s enough that all of them catch some of the splash. The hairs on Kia’s arms prickle, a sourceless pressure whispering across her skin. She doesn't know if this means the kami is actually responding, but she holds her breath in anticipation anyway, please please please, she needs something to work.

“Oh,” Masako whispers, swaying as though caught in a current, the hems of her yukata floating unnaturally in the air. She says something in Taiyou-go Kia doesn’t catch, then bows deeply and murmurs, “Domo arigato gozaimasu.”

“Arigato gozaimasu,” Kia echoes both the bow and the words, grateful that the Kestrel at least taught her that much. Nukunya bows as well, murmuring something in what might be Dhoo Jonam. They stand in unison, an unseen power linking them together, and as the last of the prickly pressure ebbs away, Masako sighs.

She also immediately goes weak in the knees, which Kia has learned to expect after all the time she’s spent fighting side-by-side with Lucían. At the first sign of a wobble Kia darts in to catch Masako around her waist, keeping her upright with the ease of long practice.

“I heard...” Masako half-whispers, hand clutching at Kia’s shoulder for balance.

“Tell us in a bit,” Kia tells her, steering her toward an open section of fountain wall.

“Take a moment to breathe first,” Nukunya adds, getting Masako’s arm over their shoulder and making the process of getting her to the wall both easier and infinitely more awkward. Kia feels like she’s trying to steer a yoked team of oxen through a crowded city street—not that she’s ever actually done that, but she’s seen it done and she can extrapolate from visual cues. They manage to sit without dumping anyone directly into the fountain and Nukunya makes a flask of water appear from somewhere on their person with an ease that makes Kia realize what it must look like to other people when she pulls out a knife. Masako nods gratefully at Nukunya and accepts the flask, taking a long, slow swallow and a long, slow breath.

“You good?” Kia asks, rubbing gentle circles on her upper back. She’s not sure if it’s necessary, but Masako isn’t telling her to stop, so...

“I am,” Masako confirms, handing the flask back to Nukunya. “It wasn’t bad, it was just... She doesn’t speak to people very often, and she has a very powerful voice.”

“But she did speak to you?” Kia tries not to sound too urgent about it and only partially gets there.

Masako nods. “And I think she knows Alejandro, at least as well as a kami can know a human that only occasionally passes by.”

“She recognized him?” Nukunya asks, eyes intent.

“Not exactly.” Masako bites her lower lip, looking both amused and frustrated. “She thinks all humans look exactly alike. Faces don’t register. She recognizes people primarily by their energy and their smell, and she says a person who smelled like chilies and cinnamon stopped by her fountain for water sometimes, and his energy felt like—” She switches into Taiyou-go and says a lot of things very quickly, before switching back to the common pidgin to add, “And none of that is translatable to human terms no matter what language you try to do it in, but I’m pretty sure she was talking about Alejandro.”

“Did she...” Kia pauses to find a word other than “see,” because that doesn’t seem accurate. “Witness his abduction?”

“Not exactly,” Masako says again. Kia must make a face of some kind, because Masako pats her reassuringly on the thigh. (The thigh! Kia shivers and smothers it. Focus.) “He wasn’t close enough for her to be able to make sense of anything, but she remembers feeling his energy go very agitated and alarmed and she hasn’t seen him come by since.”

“That’s a solid sign he was taken,” Nukunya points out. “If he’d run away, as the magistrates claimed, he wouldn’t have been alarmed.”

“And she pointed out where it happened,” Masako says, pushing herself to her feet without a waver. “Let’s go see what we can find, shall we?”

“Let’s,” Kia agrees, a fiery anticipation growing behind her sternum. Finally they’re getting somewhere.

***
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THE “SOMEWHERE” THEY’RE getting is a few streets over, out of sight of the serpent fountain but apparently still close enough for the kami to sense what happened. Given that it’s been two and a half months since Alejandro was snatched, Kia’s not expecting to find any useful evidence on the scene. That said, given that the local magistrates didn’t bother to investigate and no one knew where the kidnapping even occurred before today, she'll go through the whole alley with her usual attention to detail, just in case there is some useful evidence on the scene. It’ll take for-fucking-ever, but there’s no getting around it.

“Oh, perfect,” Masako says, with rather more enthusiasm than Kia would expect for someone looking at a mildly trash-strewn alley. It’s admittedly less trash-strewn than many other alleys Kia’s found herself investigating, and no one seems to be using it as a latrine, so if Kia had to rank alleys, it'd be up there.

Masako turns and walks away from the mouth of the alley, because she wasn’t looking at the alley at all, she was looking at a small, freestanding structure shaped a bit like a tiny house, or like a shelf with a roof? Kia trails her over to get a closer look, assuming it must be important.

“Is it a family shrine?” Nukunya asks, obviously more familiar with it than Kia. She sees it now, though: tile roof, three walls to keep the weather out, open to the front so people can place offerings in front of the statues within—it’s not exactly a smaller version of Masako’s shrine, but it’s made in the same style.

“Yes and no,” Masako says, pulling her packet of dried fruit out of her sleeve. “It’s for people who can’t set up a shrine at home and can’t easily make it to mine. To us right now it means there should be kami and they should be awake.” With that she sets out her offering and carries out the increasingly familiar ritual of the bows, claps, and prayer.

“I’m starting to feel less and less useful,” Kia murmurs under her breath to Nukunya in Tuseme, trying not to distract Masako.

“At least you provided the list of victims,” Nukunya says in the same language, their voice wrapping richly around the tones. “All I’ve done so far today is carry the maji flask.”

“Maji is important,” Kia points out. “When I’m thirsty I always take the time to appreciate the person with the maji flask.”

Nukunya opens their mouth, but Masako, or the kami, chooses that moment to act, wind whipping their skirt hems and pressure crackling across their skin.

“It was here,” Masako says, almost to herself, half-opening her eyes and turning toward the alley. “He was coming down from the main square, and when he walked past the alley...” The heat-haze fox shimmers into not-existence around her feet and trots ahead of her, nose to the ground. “They grabbed him” —she pauses at the mouth of the alley with a pained wince— “and dragged him. He struggled.” The fox sniffs around one area in particular next to the wall, scratching the dirt with its insubstantial paws.

Kia draws a knife and drops down beside it, carefully scraping away the dead leaves and twigs and discarded papers that always pile up in alleys until her blade clinks against metal. A few more cautious movements and it comes loose: A brooch worked in what Kia thinks is probably gold-plate over silver in the shape of a stylized sun, a small red polished cabochon set into the center.

“That’s the symbol the Garcias use to mark their spices,” Nukunya says, leaning over her shoulder to get a better look as she wipes the brooch with the hem of her skirt.

“So Alejandro was definitely here,” Kia says, turning it over and noting the broken clasp. 

“I did say as much,” Masako says, losing a bit of her otherworldly air in favor of sounding the littlest bit snippy.

“And we believed you, but now there’s proof that other people who can’t speak to the kami can see with their human eyeballs,” Kia shoots back, not unkindly. Masako opens her mouth to fire a volley back and pauses, her expression tripping over several options.

“All right,” she says, apparently having settled on “understanding” out of all the other options. “That’s fair.” Her eyes drop to the brooch and soften, sad and knowing. “And we can return it to his family.”

“We can do that when we’re done here,” Kia agrees, weighing the brooch in her palm as she stands and idly calculating the weight of the silver. It’s not unreasonably expensive, but it’d take the average person some saving up to buy it. Not even the Garcias would be able to easily afford to replace it. “Interesting that they didn’t take this with them,” she muses, considering what that implies.

“They’re not interested in money,” Nukunya says, picking up the direction of her thoughts almost immediately, which is very appealing of them.

“Or they’re not interested in the amount of money they’d get from hawking something like this.” She tosses and catches it once before tucking it away into one of her many hidden pockets. “That tells me that, whatever they’re up to, they think they can get more from snatching people than they can from straight robbery.”

Nukunya frowns. “So we just need to figure out why.”

Kia snorts. “Oh, for sure. It’ll be really quick and easy, which is why it’s taken this long for us to find one single clue.” To Masako she adds, “How far away did they get before the kami couldn’t sense them anymore?”

Masako frowns and exchanges a glance with the heat-shimmer fox twining around her ankles. “Hard to say since they don’t think of it in human distance terms,” she admits, “but Fox can show us.”

“Well,” Kia says with a gracious wave of her arm. “Lead on, then.”

They get seven streets away (with stops in five separate dead-ends, due to Fox’s inability to understand that walls and fences pose issues for humans) before they lose the trail. Fox is also losing its ability to keep a tangible form at that point, so Kia’s not exactly sure if the trail is cold or if it simply can’t track it any further. (As it’s the same outcome either way, this is more of a rhetorical mental question than anything else.)

“Sorry,” Masako says, leaning heavily on Nukunya’s shoulder and accepting their water flask again. “We’re too far outside my territory.”

“You got us further than we’ve been before,” Nukunya says reassuringly, patting her arm. “That’s not nothing.”

“A lot further,” Kia agrees, completely superfluous to the sort of helpful cuddle situation happening and refusing to have any feelings about that. (She wouldn’t mind either leaning on someone or being leaned on, if the opportunity arose.) “Do you think you’d be able to pick up the trail again if they’d ended up closer to your territory at some point?”

“No,” Masako says immediately, so Kia abandons the idea of a grid-based searching system based on distance from Masako’s shrine. “It doesn’t—it’s not like a scent trail. This is where they stopped being able to feel him, and nothing’s awake over here so I can’t ask anything else. If he’d been closer to my shrine, my kami would have recognized the energy when the serpent showed us in the first place.”

“Damn,” Kia says unthinkingly, and then when Masako flinches slightly, rushes to add, “No, sorry, you’re—this is fucking amazing, I sure as fuck can’t do it, thank you for agreeing to team up with me.” She reins in her babble, swallows, and finishes with as much dignity as possible, “Is what I meant to say instead.”

“Apology accepted,” Masako says with a nod, cautiously taking her weight back from Nukunya and only swaying a little. “I also wish I could do more, so we’re in agreement there.” She sighs in frustration, glaring at the wall, and adds, “At least I’ll be able to recognize them if I see them, so all we have to do is get everyone in the city to line up in front of me. Get right on that, would you?”

“I’ll see to it,” Nukunya agrees smoothly, then blinks. “Wait.”

“You’ll be able to what now?” Kia asks, taking a step closer.

“Recognize them?” Nukunya asks, clarifying Kia’s much less coherent question.

“How?” is Kia’s next addition to the rapid-fire interrogation. She takes a deep breath, forces herself to calm down, and continues, “I thought the kami couldn’t recognize human faces?”

“They can’t,” Masako says, her hands up in front of herself to fend off their questions. “But they could sense the energy of the people who snatched Alejandro, and it was...” She grimaces. “Ashy. Bitter. I know what greed tastes like, now, and it’s not good.”

“I wouldn’t have expected it to taste good,” Kia’s mouth says automatically, her thoughts working double-speed. “How close do you think you’d need to be to find them?”

“I have no idea,” Masako says with a frustrated shrug. “I didn’t know I could do this before today. Probably I’d need to be on the same street, if we’re assuming it’s not in my territory.” She grimaces again, more annoyed than disgusted this time. “Not the most helpful new skill.”

“That’s potentially very useful, though,” Kia says, turning in a thoughtful circle. Maybe the grid-based search pattern is a possibility, assuming they figure out a time to do it when most people should be stationary at home. “Hey,” she says, pausing in her slow turn and squinting into the distance. “Is it just me, or is that Docktown?”

The others turn to follow her gaze in silence, the walls of the buildings drawing their eyes down and down and down, past food stalls and people selling woven baskets and occasional trees and horses tied up outside inns. In the distance, barely visible between the rest, there’s a thicket of wooden buildings and an impression of a salt breeze.

“It is,” Masako says slowly.

“And we were heading straight there,” Nukunya finishes, the realization of it hovering around them like humidity. They consider that in silence for a long, pregnant moment.

“Interesting,” Kia says, tasting the word on her tongue. She smiles, blade-sharp. “In my line of work, we call that a clue.”
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Chapter 6
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“OKAY. SO.” KIA STEEPLES her fingers in front of her chin. “How do we go about finding him?”

They’ve reconvened at Masako’s shrine in one of the outbuildings, paper screened doors open to the breeze and the leaves rustling in a pleasant susurrus. Kia’s map lies unrolled on the low table in front of them, new symbols carefully marking out where Alejandro was snatched and where they lost the trail. It’s confirmation that whoever grabbed him was taking him straight toward Docktown. It doesn’t mean that’s where they were actually going since they could have turned at any time, but Kia still thinks it’s pretty significant.

“I think we should concentrate the search around Docktown,” Nukunya says, leaning forward to inspect the map and (happily for Kia) confirming her instinct. “That’s where all my investigations led me originally, and we haven’t seen anything to indicate we should look elsewhere so far.”

“Great. Love to have the beginnings of a plan.” Kia drums her fingers on the table, eyeing the vaguely-drawn section of the map labeled “Docktown.” She makes a face. “The only problem is this map’s version of Docktown is woefully out of date, given how I hear it gets rebuilt every time there’s a big enough storm, so it might be a bit of a challenge to keep track of where we’ve actually searched before.”

“That’s not an issue,” Nukunya says with such confidence that Kia immediately believes them. “Knife, Masako; do either of you have extra writing supplies?”

Masako shifts around on her knees to rifle in a drawer and comes up with a large, smooth sheet of calligraphy paper, an inkstone, and a brush. Kia digs out the graphite stick Lucían introduced them to back at the Knightsrest Guild headquarters that she and half the other Guildmembers immediately adopted for note-taking. Nukunya takes the paper and the graphite with a nod of thanks and immediately sets the latter to the former. Kia’s watched Lucían sketch enough times that she’s mostly immune to the sense of awe it engenders (only mostly—he’s a very good artist), but there’s something about the way Nukunya’s graceful fingers grip the graphite that snatches at her attention. It’s the care and intent, she decides, absently watching lines accumulate on the paper. It says, “This is a person who takes the time to make sure they do something right the first time,” and Kia appreciates that.

“So, Masako,” she says, dragging her eyes away from Nukunya’s drawing with more effort than seems reasonable, “I know we’re asking you a lot of questions about something you don’t know that much about yet, but is your ability to recognize the people who snatched Alejandro going to be impeded by being outside your usual territory?”

“Yes and no,” Masako says slowly, scrunching up her nose in adorable annoyance. “And I realize I’m saying that a lot today, but it’s true.” She takes a sip of the grassy green tea she brewed for all of them and runs a finger absently along the edge of the porcelain cup. “My kami—the ones I’m bonded to and serve directly—I can call upon regardless of where I am. They just have less power of their own the further they are from here, and it takes more effort from me to get more limited results.”

Kia nods thoughtfully. “So when we fought” —which was only last fucking night, what is time— “that was...”

“About all I could have done, yes,” Masako finishes for her. “Deer is a tree kami, which here means I can basically command nature, but there meant I could use it to influence the wood to warp and jam the door.”

“Useful, though,” Kia interjects, then raises her hand. “Deer does trees? The bird—”

“Crane,” Masako says.

“—Crane does... smoke?”

“Air,” Masako corrects. “And Fox is a fire kami.” She takes a sip of tea. “Fox is technically the most powerful but only because fire is... unpredictable. I mean, I could have had Fox blow up the lamp and light the whole place up, but that didn’t seem particularly helpful or safe given that Docktown is made entirely out of wood.”

Kia has a sudden, terrifying vision of Docktown going up in flames, even surrounded on all sides by the river, and she shudders bodily. “No. No. Thank you for not doing that.” What the fuck is with mages and fire, anyway?

“You’re welcome,” Masako says wryly. “I do generally try not to cause city-encompassing disasters.”

“And we thank you for it,” Nukunya says absently. “If only everyone was so thoughtful.” They add a couple more lines to their paper, examine it, and hum in approval. “There we go.” They spread out their drawing on top of the existing map to reveal... another map, which feels momentarily anticlimactic until Kia gets a better look at it.

“Wait, is this—” she starts, leaning forward to trace her fingers over one neatly-labeled building.

“Docktown,” Nukunya confirms, looking immensely proud and also like they’re trying fairly hard not to look quite so immensely proud. “Or a reasonable facsimile thereof based on the current construction, at least.”

“Are you a cartographer in addition to being an auditor?” Kia wonders aloud, finding the boardwalk she used to enter Docktown the night before and re-tracing her route to the warehouse where she met the two most useful fuckers she’s run into so far in this sweaty armpit of a city.

“You need good memory and attention to detail to be an auditor,” Nukunya demurs. “This is a natural extension of that.”

“Natural extension, my ass,” Kia scoffs, somewhere between annoyed and impressed. “Is there anything you’re not good at?”

“Don’t ask me to take care of small children unless you’re okay with it ending in tears,” Nukunya says with such a straight face Kia’s not sure if they’re making a joke.

“Your tears, or the kid’s?” Masako asks, eyes tracking back and forth between them like watching a ball being thrown.

“Both,” Nukunya says flatly, and then, “so here is where we met last night,” one elegant brown finger tapping a rectangle labeled “warehouse.” “I believe we can safely discount that particular gang as being involved, which means we can give this entire area” —they circle a good seven or eight attached docks with their fingertip— “a very cursory search before moving on to do more thorough work in other sections.”

“That’s assuming they’re not working with whoever did the kidnapping,” Kia says with a grimace, “but to make things easier on us for the moment I think we need to behave as though that’s the case and change tactics down the line if we need to. Masako, how long can you call on your kami? Sustained?”

Masako rolls her lower lip between her teeth, drawing Kia’s attention unhelpfully. “It’s hard to say because that’s not how the relationship works,” she says, turning her teacup around in her hands. “I tend to use them a lot over the course of the day but for short amounts of time, and I have to make sure I serve them properly in return. I maybe have two hours in me, total?”

Kia nods, having expected something like that from past experiences with Lucían. “And how long would it take you to sense whether Alejandro or the people who grabbed him were nearby?”

“Less than a minute,” Masako says confidently. “I could recognize my sister, too, I just hadn’t realized that’s what I was doing before.”

“That’s great.” Kia does some mental math. “So, Nukunya, if we wanted to search Docktown section-by-section, how far do you think you could get through in an hour?”

“If we don’t have to actually search, as such, due to Masako’s power?” Nukunya considers, graphite smudged fingers tapping their chin. “I think perhaps a section about this large?” They draw an invisible circle around a substantial portion of the map, maybe four or five docks the size of an on-land city block. “We’d need to be subtle about it, of course, but I think between the two of us” —they gesture between themself and Kia— “we can keep a lookout for Masako while she does her work.”

“Does that work for you, Masako?” When she gets a nod Kia smacks her hands down on the table decisively. “Good. I think we should start tonight. Can the two of you meet me where we had breakfast at eight?”

Masako’s jaw sets. “I’ll be there.”

“Looking forward to it,” Nukunya adds with a vicious glint in their eyes.

“Me, too,” Kia says, and means it.
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OF COURSE, THE FIRST rule about having a plan is that something immediately has to go wrong, which in this case means that Kia’s just slid her last knife into its sheath when there’s a pounding on the door to her room so urgent and unexpected that she jumps and hisses, “Fuck!” She goes for the door with her heart in her throat, already worrying about what happened. Is it Masako? Nukunya? Are they hurt?

“Yes?” she calls, dagger in one hand and the other on the latch, ready for friend or foe.

“Miss Kara?” It's the innkeeper, apologetic but insistent. “There’s a messenger downstairs for you. Says it’s urgent.”

“I’ll be right down,” Kia says, mind spinning out any number of scenarios. She takes the time to throw on a long tunic to cover her leathers and heads down, feet light and quick on the stairs.

“Miss Kara?” the woman in the main room asks, eyes wide and desperate. She smells like perfume and incense, her makeup applied with a careful hand and her dress well-fitted. Kia clocks her as a brothel worker even before she says, “Sophia sent me. She says you need to come right away.”

“What happened?” Kia asks, pulling her gently away from the innkeeper, who—while he’s been very kind and welcoming so far—definitely looks like he wants to eavesdrop.

“She didn’t tell me,” the messenger says, brows furrowed, “but she said it was related to your visit, that you’d want to know immediately, and that she wants you there an hour ago.”

Kia suppresses the urge to pump her fist in victory, because whatever Sophia’s contacting her about is obviously bad, but also it means more information, which Kia is desperate for. She speedwalks them both out of the inn as subtly as she can, planning her route while her mouth runs out ahead of her.

“Go back to the brothel and tell Sophia I’m on my way. I just need to run an errand first—shouldn’t take me too long? I’ll be there within the hour.” She slips a coin into the woman’s hand and pats her shoulder. “Get back there as quick as you can. Keep to the center of the widest streets.”

The woman darts off in a swirl of sweetly-scented air, and Kia heads the other direction. The stall they ate at is only a few streets over, and while she doesn’t run (running tends to make people extremely nervous about what exactly you’re running from) she gets there at a very brisk, determined walk. Please please please let them be on time, she doesn’t want to have to wait but she doesn’t want to just not show up, either—

Kia takes the last corner at speed and almost trips in relief. Masako sits at a table with a cup of tea and Nukunya's half a block in the other direction. Perfect. Perfect.

“We need to go,” she tells Masako without preamble, continuing straight past the table toward Nukunya.

“Where?” Masako asks from somewhere over Kia’s shoulder.

“What’s happening?” Nukunya asks, speeding up to meet Kia before she can make it much further down the block.

“I think we have a lead,” Kia explains, looping around to take the first turn toward the red light district and trailed by the other two like nice-smelling, bizarrely large ducklings. “I just had a messenger stop by the inn to get me, and we need to be there as soon as possible.”

“Do you trust your informant?” Nukunya asks, falling in at her left elbow, smooth strides eating up the ground.

“I don’t think she has a reason to betray me,” Kia says thoughtfully, dodging around a stopped cart drawn by a complaining donkey. “But I suppose she might sell me out for enough money.”

“So you’re leading us into a trap?” Masako asks, the skeptical tone of her voice accurately communicating the height of her eyebrows even before Kia glances over at her face.

“I don’t think so.” Kia really doesn’t. Sophia didn’t seem like a liar, and Kia has a pretty good sense for these kinds of things, as demonstrated by the fact that she’s still alive. “But if it is a trap, that’s also a lead, right? We’ll definitely be able to figure out who’s behind it if they try to kill us.”

“Assuming we survive,” Nukunya mutters, giving her a sidelong look.

“I’m really good at surviving,” Kia says with a little wink. “If it is a trap then I feel bad for the other guys.”

“Do you really?” Masako asks conversationally.

“I don’t,” Kia confirms. “Okay, we’re taking this next left.”

It takes about twenty minutes of aggressive speedwalking to reach the brothel. Kia takes a moment out of sight of the front door to wipe the sweat off her face with a cloth, gratefully accepting Nukunya’s water. (She has some standards for appearances to keep up. The workers have to put effort into their looks, and therefore so should she.)

“Okay,” she says when she’s settled and less sweaty. “This way.”

“Where are we, exactly?” Masako asks under her breath as they climb the stairs, sounding mildly confused.

“‘The Come On Inn,’” Nukunya reads from the sign above the door. “Oh, their tax records are always in perfect order. I like this place.”

Kia takes a private moment to be entertained about what an auditor finds appealing and pauses on the front porch as something occurs to her. “Masako?”

“Yes?” Masako sounds even more confused, and a little apprehensive.

“Are you allowed to go into a brothel? As a priestess?”

Masako blinks, then her eyes go wide as it clearly clicks. “Um. I.” She swallows. “Michi doesn’t prohibit it, no. So I. Can.”

“Good,” Kia says with relief, ignoring the stuttering nature of Masako’s response. “I didn’t want to make you do a sin or anything.” She sweeps inside, holding the door behind her, and nods to the lace-bedecked man behind the front counter. “Evening.”

“Welcome in,” he says with a perfect customer service smile and a musical lilt to his voice. “Is it the three of you together? Did you have an appointment?”

“Yes and no,” Kia says, leaning her elbow on the counter and giving him a warm smile. “I’m Kara. My friends and I are here to see Sophia? She should be expecting us, even without the appointment.”

“Ahhhhh, Miss Kara,” the man says, nodding quickly. “Yes, yes, of course. Sophia is upstairs in the same room you two shared last time.” His gaze tracks to Masako and Nukunya before he adds, “It might be a bit crowded with all of you...”

“I’m sure we’ll make do,” Kia says with another smile, and she slips him a coin as she saunters past.

“Why are we in a brothel?” Masako hisses between her teeth as they ease their way toward the stairs, one hand clutching at the waist of Kia’s tunic. In her peripheral vision Kia watches her go very red at the sight of a slender woman sitting on another, taller woman’s lap. “Is there a good reason we’re in a brothel?”

“Yes and yes,” Kia whispers back, giving a heavyset woman on a couch a flirty look and a wink. “You said it was fine?” Most sensible people have no issue with brothels (a job’s a job), but Kia’s always unpleasantly surprised when someone she knows decides to share a shitty opinion about the people who work in them.

“They run a perfectly respectable and well-documented establishment,” Nukunya adds, giving the same woman on the couch a polite nod when she rolls her shoulder enticingly.

“I’m sure they do,” Masako says under her breath, pressing closer to Kia and trying to avoid looking at anything or anyone by virtue of staring at the ground instead. “I’ve just never been in one before and I have no idea what to do.”

Kia eyes her over, taking in the flush and the lip clamped in her teeth and the slight tremble she can feel from how close they’re pressed. Masako’s not judgmental, she’s anxious, and something in Kia's ribcage goes very soft. She fishes around and finds Masako’s hand, tucking it into the crook of her elbow with a pat.

“It’s really not that scary,” she says, leaning in close so they won’t be overheard, close enough to smell the salt sweetness of Masako’s skin. “Think of it like any market, really. They’re here to sell you something, it’s just their time and company instead of a woven basket.”

“If you’re not interested in what they’re selling, just tell them politely so they know not to waste their time,” Nukunya advises.

“Is that what you do?” Masako asks, glancing over her shoulder at Nukunya as the three of them reach the staircase.

“Not exactly,” Nukunya admits with a wry smile. “I usually tell them I’m here to look at their books and that seems to do the trick.”

Kia snorts, the humor cutting through the anticipation like one of her knives through almost any surface. “Can’t imagine why that would work,” she says with a shake of her head, half-hauling Masako up the stairs and counting doors in the hallway. It was the one with the two mermaids kissing on it, she remembers, and she raps her knuckles against it three times.

“Kara?” Sophia asks, opening the door almost before Kia can finish knocking. Her face is pale, her eyes red-rimmed and her mouth tight with worry. “Oh, thank fuck,” she says, and yanks Kia inside by her free arm, which means Masako comes stumbling after her and Nukunya darts in to catch Masako’s free arm and keep them all from ending up ass over teakettle.

“Kara, you need—” Sophia starts, and then she scowls at Masako, hands tightening on Kia’s arm. “Who are these people?”

“Asks the woman who dragged us in here without looking,” Masako snaps, color high in her cheeks and still trying to get her feet under her.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting a crowd, was I?” Sophia snaps back, fingernails digging into Kia’s skin, which is something Kia can be into in the right situation but this definitely isn’t it.

“You—” Masako starts, tugging Kia’s other arm and making the fingernail thing incredibly painful.

“They’re with me,” Kia half-shouts, wrenching both her arms free and smoothing down her tunic. There’s a moment of near-silence, marred only by giggling from one of the adjoining rooms. Nukunya takes this opportunity to politely close the door, which has Kia biting the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.

“Sophia,” she says firmly and professionally, sketching a small bow. “I’d like to introduce Masako and Nukunya. As it turns out, they’re investigating the same disappearances I am, and we’ve decided to work together. Masako, Nukunya; this is Sophia, who agreed to ask around the red-light scene and see if anyone had seen or heard anything suspicious.”

“Oh.” Masako looks rightfully abashed, and she straightens the skirts of her yukata with a sheepish nod. “Thank you for your help. I’m sorry for my...” She trails off rather than saying, “Absolute asshole behavior,” probably because she’d prefer to say something more polite than, “absolute asshole behavior.” After a long pause she manages, “Lack of understanding about the proper etiquette.”

“I’m sorry I yelled,” Sophia says, similarly sheepish. “It’s been... a day.” She waves them over to the chaise and settles down on a pouf across from them, her hands shaking lightly as she opens a carafe of wine.

“What happened?” Kia asks, accepting the glass when it's offered, mostly because Sophia seems to be operating on almost pure muscle memory and it seems to be helping her calm down.

“Did you have information for us?” Nukunya asks, waving off the wine, eyes intent on Sophia. 

“Yes, I think so,” Sophia says, handing a glass to Masako, who accepts it with a nod of thanks but otherwise says nothing, still obviously flustered from earlier. Sophia sips from her own glass, takes a deep breath, and presses her hands flat to the table. “I think Elara is missing.” A beat. “I think she was taken.”

“When?” Kia asks immediately, followed by, “who’s Elara?”

“Earlier this evening,” Sophia says, and Kia feels a zing of possibility climb up her spine. She glances at Masako and meets her gaze, recognizing the same potential there. Someone taken that soon might leave a trail, something they can follow. “Elara’s a girl from one of the houses closer to the water,” Sophia continues, drawing their attention. “We used to work together before I came over here to be closer to my family, and we still have a few regular clients we see together. She was supposed to be here at six but she never showed up.”

“It’s only eight-thirty now,” Nukunya points out, not unkindly.

“I know,” Sophia says, frustrated. “But she’s never late, and when she wasn’t here by seven I grabbed Kaori—she works security—and we went over to the Honey Pot to check on her, and they said she left at six. It’s only a half hour walk. She should have been here by then, and she’s made the trip twice a month for the past year, so it’s not like she got lost.”

“Is there any reason she might have altered her route?” Kia asks, trying to rule out any potential variables.

“Not that I know of, and not that the Honey Pot knew of, either.” Sophia wrings her hands, worry so thick in the air Kia can almost taste it. “She always gets here early so she can freshen up after the walk and we can talk through the plan for the client. We asked around as much as we could, and some of the bouncers at the other houses remember seeing her at first, but then it’s like she just disappears.” Her voice cracks on the last word, the professional facade she was clinging to finally breaking, and when she inhales it’s a lost, trembling sound.

“I’m so sorry that happened,” Masako says, setting down her wine and offering a comforting hand, which Sophia grabs like a lifeline. 

“She wouldn’t have just left,” Sophia says urgently, squeezing Masako’s hand so tightly her knuckles go white. “I know her, and she wouldn’t have.”

“I believe you,” Masako says gently, radiating a kind of quiet, serene kindness that has “holy figure” written all over it. “That’s what they told me, too, and I knew it was a lie.”

Sophia sniffles and wipes her eyes with her free hand, swallowing hard. “You... Who did they take?”

“My sister.” Masako’s gaze goes distant, tension crawling across her shoulders. “Miyuki. Gone for three weeks. She’s only eighteen.”

“That’s terrible,” Sophia says with great sympathy, their little spat from earlier apparently forgotten. She glances up at Nukunya. “And you? Did they take someone from you?”

“My brother.” Nukunya leans a little closer, face kind but voice urgent. “What can you tell us about where Elara disappeared?”

“Can you draw out the route?” Kia asks, producing a notebook and a graphite stick. “And what does Elara look like?”

“Is Kaori still here?” Masako adds. “I have some questions for her about the neighborhood.”

“Yes,” Sophia says, blinking. “I—sorry?”

“One thing at a time,” Kia says to the others rather hypocritically, since she’d like to hold Sophia upside down by the ankles and shake her until the answers to all their questions fall out. “Where would Masako find Kaori, first of all?”

“Ask for her downstairs,” Sophia says immediately, more settled with only one question to focus on. “Her shift runs until midnight and it’s been quiet so far, so she shouldn’t be busy.”

“Thank you.” She glances at Masako, remembering her very recent, very real anxiety about their current location. “Do you want Nukunya to go with you?”

“No, thank you,” Masako demurs, cheeks pinking again. “I think I can manage this on my own.” She pats Sophia’s hand one more time and extricates herself, the door closing behind her with a quiet click.

“All right,” Kia says, drawing Sophia’s attention. “Tell us about Elara.”
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Chapter 7
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SOME TWENTY MINUTES later they re-convene downstairs, where someone Kia can only assume is Kaori—a tall, muscular woman with her black hair coiled into a neat bun and her eyes picked out with smudged kohl, hello, Kia’s here on business but she can enjoy looking—is having an intense conversation with Masako in rapid-fire Taiyou-go next to a carriage.

“Evening,” Kia says with a nod to both, and then to Masako, “what’s the word?”

“Kaori can take us to where they lost Elara’s trail,” Masako says, switching to the common pidgin. “She says there are a few small shrines in the area, too, so...”

Kia has never been so excited to hear about the presence of shrines, and she resists the urge to celebrate. Celebrating would give entirely the wrong impression; a woman has been kidnapped, which is objectively not good, even if it’s the best chance they’ve had so far to crack this thing open. 

“We have a description and our best version of a sketch,” she says, showing the passable drawing that she and Nukunya were able to put together. It’s nothing like Lucían would be able to do, but it doesn’t look too childish.

“That’s Elara,” Kaori says after a single glance, her pidgin less accented than Masako’s. She shifts from foot to foot, hand resting on the braces for the carriage. “Do you need to do anything else here, or can we go try to find her?”

“We’re done here,” Kia confirms on her way up the steps into the carriage. “We can be there yesterday.”

“If only,” Nukunya mutters quietly, following her in and offering Masako a hand up behind them.

The Honey Pot, while half an hour on foot, is less than fifteen minutes away by carriage. Nukunya uses the time to copy their sketch of Elara twice more, one for each of them, under Kia’s supervision. Looking down at a drawing in a moving carriage is hell and a half on her stomach, and when they disembark in front of a well-lit, sumptuous establishment she staggers to a railing near some bushes and breathes deep. Oh, they’re rosemary bushes! That helps a lot with the nausea, actually. Small favors.

“Knife?” Masako asks, setting a steadying hand on her elbow. “Are you ill?”

“Hoping not to be,” Kia says to the rosemary, swallowing hard. “It’s—I get seasick easily.” Fuck, why didn’t she bring some of Lucían’s ginger candies?

“Ah.” Masako squeezes her elbow. After a long, awkward moment, she half-asks, “We’re on land?”

“Tell that to my stomach,” Kia groans, digging one thumb into the opposite wrist in search of the pressure point she’s been assured lives there and that she’s pretty sure is a fucking lie. “Carriages are apparently land boats. I don’t make the rules.”

Masako tuts soothingly and suddenly there’s a cool breeze at the back of Kia’s neck, drying the remains of the nausea-sweat and giving her body a distraction from its misery. She takes a few long breaths, actively choosing not to ask any questions about that breeze just yet. A minute later the churning in her guts is down to a low burble, and she feels much more capable of... anything. Everything. Existing.

“Did that help?” Masako asks, the breeze dying away. “It always seemed to help my sister when she wasn’t feeling well.”

“It did,” Kia says, grateful and a little embarrassed. She wouldn't judge anyone else for getting easily seasick, but it’s infuriating that it happens to her. (No, this doesn’t make sense, so what?) It’s hard to feel like a competent, powerful, intelligent member of the Warrior’s Guild when ten minutes in a carriage makes her want to hurl. “I don’t wanna say it was like magic, but...”

“Knife?” Nukunya joins them in their rosemary bush huddle, frowning. “Are you well?”

“Much better now,” Kia says, reaching out a hand to accept Nukunya’s water flask before they’ve even finished offering. “I get seasick,” she admits after she’s had a swig, a familiar curl of ugh in her belly at admitting it.

“Closed carriages are terrible for that,” Nukunya says sympathetically, stowing the water flask back away. “Do you need a moment, or can we begin? The security here confirmed our drawing of Elara was accurate and also confirmed when she left.”

“I’m good now,” Kia says, shaking off the lingering slimy claws of nausea. “You want to retrace her steps?”

“I think that’s best.” Nukunya leads them back over toward the carriage, adding, “Kaori has agreed to come with us, so we can cover more ground and speak to more people.”

“Glad to have you along,” Kia says to Kaori with a professional nod.

“Of course,” Kaori says with a matching nod, like recognizing like. “Elara was a good woman, and she didn’t deserve this.”

“No one did,” Masako says firmly, radiating a quiet, powerful anger. “That’s why we’re going to find her.”

“Thank you,” Kaori says with feeling. “She went this way.” She gestures to a wide market street, stalls set up on either side between the brothels and other businesses. Kia notes with a pang of homesickness the number of people with dark brown skin like hers, the vendors with baskets of lentils and beans, the savory smell of mishkaki...

“She disappeared from here?” Nukunya says under their breath in Dhoo Jonam, a quiet horror in the words.

“Maybe someone noticed,” Kia replies in the same language, a cold anxiety in the pit of her stomach. Surely someone noticed. You don’t just disappear under the eyes of this many aunties and bibis; everyone looks out for everyone else. That’s the point of the market, of the community. The other markets she’s visited haven’t had so many lake people; surely this market will give them some leads? “Let’s go find out.”

“Oh, yes,” says a broad-shouldered person at a fried scallion pancake stall a few streets away, their pidgin accented with one of the Eastern languages that sounds almost musical. (The pancakes smell amazing.) “I saw her earlier today. She usually stops by on her way back, says they’re” —they wave at their sizzling griddle— “her treat for a job well done.” They frown, brown face crinkling and their eyes nearly disappearing with the force of their concern. “She should be on her way back by now. What happened?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Kia says, handing over a few coins and accepting a greasy, paper-wrapped package of scallion pancakes for later. “If you hear or see anything, can you tell the folks at the Honey Pot?”

“I’ll do it right away,” the person promises, and flips another pancake.

“She definitely came this direction,” Masako says, rejoining Kia another street and a half along. “Security at that place” —she hooks a thumb over her shoulder at a brothel that seems to be staffed entirely by burly, hairy men, good for them— “knew her by name and waved when she walked by.”

“Do we want to take bets on exactly when she disappeared without a trace?” Nukunya asks with an edge of both humor and frustration, appearing at Kia’s other elbow. “Just based on how the rest of these have gone.”

“You don’t need to bet,” Kaori says, looming behind them suddenly. “It’s the next street where we lost it.”

Kia tries to triangulate where they are in the city based on her somewhat short experience with it. “Which way is Docktown from here?”

Kaori points directly along the street in question to the right. Kia follows her pointing and notices red painted wood and a tiny tile roof, the sight sparking an urgent flail for Masako's arm.

“What—” Masako starts, and then she takes in all the pointing (Kia’s doing it much more robustly than Kaori). “Oh,” she says, in tones of realization. “Oh. Yes.”

“Convenient,” Nukunya comments as they work their way closer to the shrine. It’s tucked up under the eaves of what Kia thinks is a silk fabric merchant, fruit set out for the statue within.

“We’re excited about the shrine because...” Kaori murmurs, but follows along gamely.

Kia’s not sure she should say anything—is it secret that priestesses can speak directly to the kami?—but Masako says, “I’m going to pray to the kami for help finding Elara,” right out in public without caring who hears, so that answers that question. She carries out the bowing ritual and folds her hands, eyes shut and her whole body radiating hope and determination.

Kaori follows along with the ritual, then cracks an eye when Kia readies her hands behind Masako’s waist, just in case. Kaori raises her eyebrows, opening both eyes, and Kia shrugs. 

“Sometimes she passes out afterward,” she breathes, trying not to disturb Masako’s silent conversation.

“Ah.” Kaori continues to pray, but she moves closer to Masako’s other side, giving the impression of readiness. Good. No one’s fainting into the ditch tonight.

Masako doesn’t float out of her trance gently this time; she startles awake with a harsh gasp and a scowl, swaying slightly but staying upright under her own power. She snarls something in Taiyou-go that makes Kaori’s eyebrows almost hit her hairline, swiveling around with eyes full of fire.

“You found them?” Nukunya asks, eager and trying to hide it.

“Ash and greed,” Masako spits. “Less than an hour ago.” She waves her hand and the invisible fox shimmers into existence around her ankles, snout to the ground. “This way.”

It’s less crowded now that it’s getting on in the evening, with most people already tucked away in the pleasure-houses or pubs. They barely have to dodge anyone as they walk, Fox snuffling along the ground as though following an actual scent trail. (An analytical voice in the back of Kia’s mind has so many questions about that—the fox doesn’t have a body, so how could it be smelling the trail? Does a person’s soul leave a sort of magic scent? Is that what they’re tracking?)

“Here’s where they grabbed her,” Masako says, startling Kia back to reality at the mouth of an alley. “It just happened, so the energy is... obvious.” Her jawline firms, eyes narrow with fury. “She was so confused and frightened.”

“Did they take her in?” Nukunya asks, motioning to the depths of the alley. Kia drops into an easy squat to examine the ground. It’s mostly cobblestone, but there’s no escaping mud in a city and there’s enough dirt and debris on the ground that the tracks are obvious.

“Nice shoes,” she says thoughtfully, tracing out the lines with the point of a knife. “High quality. Barely any wear on the heels.” She follows the path back out along the street proper. “Even strides. No hesitation or confusion. She knew where she was going, and then...” She pauses and sketches with her blade in the air, trying to work it out. “I think she came over willingly, at least at first, and then...” She points into the mouth of the alley, where the old mud is thicker. “Two men, or at least, two large people with big feet. She struggled, until she couldn’t.” Kia moves a few steps deeper into the alley, squinting at the dirt. “I don’t see her footsteps. She’s being carried.”

These revelations are met with dead silence, and Kia looks over her shoulder at the others. Three identical gobsmacked expressions meet her gaze, and Kia raises one eyebrow further. Yes?

“You could tell all that by looking at some dirt?” Kaori asks, sounding almost angry about it. Kia’s eyebrows go higher yet.

“Yes?” she says, half a question. The stares are still incredulous, so she adds, “I’ve had training, and the tracks are fresh. If it was a few hours from now or rainy we’d be fucked, and...” She trails the barely visible footprints a few yards deeper and sighs. “Yeah, see?” She points at the shallow stream of water dribbling out from a drainpipe on one of the walls and spreading out across the cobblestones in a clear sheet through the whole rest of the alley, nicely obliterating any possible tracks. “Fucked.”

They all stare at the water for a long, silent moment. Kia silently curses it a few more times, just for good measure. Water: Need it to live, great for bathing in, absolutely the fucking worst when it comes to tracking.

“So,” Kia says matter-of-factly, turning back to Masako. “I think it’s on you from here.”

Masako blinks. “Right,” she says, and then with more feeling, “right.” She gestures Fox back into being, which Kia can tell mostly because Masako’s feet get blurrier. “Let’s go.”

They follow Fox onward across a smaller side street, then take a turn at the next junction. The trail is fresh enough that there’s no hesitation on Masako’s part, at least until Fox follows its nose in a sudden jag to the side and paws at a crumpled piece of paper? Printed paper? Kia picks it up between her thumb and forefinger, and it reveals itself as a long, fine sheet of embroidered fabric.

“That’s Elara’s shawl,” Kaori says immediately, absolutely furious.

“You recognize it?” Kia asks, shaking off the dirt.

“Took her three months to make, and she showed it to me every time she came over,” Kaori says, taking the other end of the wrap and running a thumb over the delicate, now-tangled fringe. “When a woman complains about having to unpick the same section of split stitch twenty times, you remember the damn split stitch.”

“I can see how that would be memorable,” Kia says, stretching out the shawl to get a better look. The embroidery is memorable in and of itself, all neat, even stitches and an almost painterly attention to detail. She inspects an iris so perfectly rendered it nearly looks real and suppresses a deep flash of anger that someone saw the woman who did this work and treated her like a fucking bag of produce, something to throw over their shoulder and take.

“Do you want to hold onto this?” she asks Kaori, holding out the shawl. “You can keep it safe until we get her back.”

Kaori nods, a riot of emotions playing across her face as she carefully folds the shawl. “Thank you.”

That blaze of fury comes back all at once. Fucking damn it, Kia hates these fucking kidnappers and the pain they leave behind. She doesn’t kill unless there’s no avoiding it, but she takes a moment to fantasize about some specific and deadly stabbings she’d really like to do.

“All right,” Kia says, outwardly calm. “We know they came this way, then.” She waves down the alley, jaw set. “Lead on.”

Masako nods like she has some stabbing related suggestions of her own. “It keeps on this way,” she says unnecessarily, since Fox has been running back and forth between her ankles and a point further down the alley since pointing out the shawl, apparently not understanding why they had look at it for so damn long. They fall into step, Kia glaring into the deepening twilight, and she startles at the warm brush of a hand against her own.

“Hey,” Nukunya says in Dhoo Jonam, low enough not to be overheard as they give her fingers a gentle squeeze. “You’re trying. That’s better than she would have had before.”

The fury abates somewhat under the press of Nukunya’s slim, warm fingers, at least partially from surprise. It's also... nice. Really nice, the kind of nice that has the hair on her arms suddenly standing on end.

“Ero kamano,” she says gratefully in Dhoo Jonam, squeezing back and filing the “why does this feel so tingly?” question for later. “The longer we take, the more this happens, and I’m just...”

“Better to do it slowly but right the first time then have to do it over because you rushed,” Nukunya says sagely, which is great advice for many situations but must be something they tell baby auditors, judging by how practiced the words come out.

“We’re getting somewhere now, at least,” Kia agrees, scanning the ground for any further evidence of their quarry as they approach an intersection. The alley spits them out into a large, open plaza, and Fox runs in a circle with its invisible nose to the ground before flopping down at Masako’s hems with a sigh that Kia can nearly hear.

“We lose it here,” Masako says, bending to pat Fox between the ears. Kia stares at her ass for a second, then averts her eyes to somewhere more professional, like the ground.

“Huh,” she says thoughtfully, dropping into a crouch for a better look. “Carriage tracks. Recent.” She points with a knife along the ruts off into the distance. “Lighter before they pulled up in front of this alley, and then it stopped here, and the ruts are deeper running that way.”

“So we follow the tracks?” Nukunya asks, already moving.

“As far as we can,” Kia says, making her knife disappear as she stands. “Can’t make any promises about how far we’ll get.” To Kaori she adds, “This is probably going to become a goose chase at this point, so you don’t have to come if you need to get back.”

“Elara was my friend,” Kaori says mulishly. “I’m sticking with you until I can’t anymore.”

“Glad to have you along for the ride,” Kia says immediately. She knows better than to turn down free, muscular help, and she jerks her chin in the direction of the tracks. “Thattaway.”

They get further than Kia thought they would. The streets are muddy enough and the traffic light enough that the ruts stay obvious for several blocks, and they even manage to track it around a corner. It’s unsurprising but still disappointing when the tracks cut through a night market, one crowded with people and food stalls and the sound of laughter, and every street leaving the night market shows recent carriage traffic.

“Fuck,” Kia says as they gather at the last cross street, glaring down at the trampled ruts barely visible in the dirt. She kicks one of them as an outlet for the frustration bubbling in her guts. “Fuck,” she says again, louder, the anger boiling higher the longer she thinks about it. This was their chance! They almost had something, but they failed, again, and now another woman is out there lost, frightened, and alone. She wants to find an alley and stab a wall or a pile of trash until she can think rationally again.

“So what do we do now?” Nukunya asks with a cool logic that puts them suddenly very high on Kia’s list of things to stab.

“We could split up and follow each set of tracks until we lose it?” Kaori offers, not sounding particularly enthusiastic about it.

“I can’t,” Masako says, raising her hand sheepishly. “I will get incredibly lost if I go out on my own.”

“Splitting up would also make us each more vulnerable to kidnapping ourselves,” Nukunya points out, still with that dispassionate tone. “We don’t know what criteria are used for the selection. Any one of us could fit the requirements.”

“Well, we fucking well know that Elara fit them,” Kia snaps, whirling around to face them, “and we just lost her, which some of us are actually upset about, so if you have any real suggestions to make instead of shooting down other people’s, I’m happy to hear them.”

Nukunya blinks at her, startled and backlit from the market. “I am also upset,” they say after a long moment. “But being upset doesn’t help find Elara, and endangering ourselves on an investigation likely to lead nowhere doesn’t help, either.”

They’re right, but Kia doesn’t have to be happy about it. She does, however, have to acknowledge it out loud (they’re working together; they’re a team) so she forces out, “You’re right,” and then, “no splitting up to follow the tracks.”

“We could do two-and-two?” Nukunya offers, gesturing between themselves and Masako.

“Nope,” Kia says with more feeling. “It’s a bad idea.” She switches to Dhoo Jonam and says, just for Nukunya, “We’re each other’s keepers,” trusting that they were raised with the same shared responsibility her mama and aunties instilled in her. Nukunya sways back onto their heels as though slapped, breath catching, so she knows it struck home. In the pidgin she continues, “Splitting up always leads to someone getting stabbed or tied up or stuck waist-deep in mud or me, specifically, having to try and enter a house through the sewer. I fucking refuse. We stick together.”

“How many times did the sewer thing happen?” Kaori asks with interest.

“Too fucking many,” Kia says with a shudder. “No splitting up. No sewers.”

“Okay,” Masako says, patting Kia on the shoulder. “No sewers.” A beat. “So what do we do next?”

“I suggest we ask around in the market,” Nukunya says, with just the slightest emphasis on “suggest.” “We may be able to get a description of the carriage.”

“That’s a good idea,” Kia says, and means it. She takes a deep breath and re-focuses. She knows how to do this. She just got distracted there for a moment. “We’re asking about a carriage that came through about two hours ago, because Kaori is good friends with one of the people in it, and they were supposed to meet up later but there was an emergency and the carriage had to leave without anyone being able to tell Kaori where they were going to meet.”

“Will people believe that?” Nukunya asks, genuinely curious.

“If Kaori looks pathetic enough and the rest of us look sheepish and embarrassed about having to ask,” Kia promises. “People are more likely to give information if they think they’re helping a friend, and technically it’s not a lie.” Elara is friends with Kaori, and she wasn’t able to say where she was going, and a kidnapping absolutely counts as an emergency. It’s all about making it believable. “Any other questions? Great, keep an eye on each other and be casual about it. Shop a little while you ask.”

They disperse into the night market, wandering in different directions with mixed results re: “being casual.” (Nukunya walks like they’re about to demand to speak to the manager. It would be hilarious if she didn’t have to worry about them giving the game away.)

Kia starts with a stall selling fruited cold drinks, which turns out to be a good choice because the owner didn’t see anything but at least Kia gets a beverage out of it, which she uses to wash down one of her scallion pancakes from earlier. The woman selling loom beaded jewelry is more helpful, in that she remembers seeing carriages, but she can’t describe them other than, “They had wheels and horses, you know, basic carriage stuff.”

“Do you remember the color of the horses?” Kia asks, grasping at straws.

The woman shrugs, picking up beads on a wickedly thin needle. “Brown? Horse-colored? Nothing eye-catching, sorry.”

“Thanks anyway,” Kia says with a smile. It is actually useful to know that the kidnappers are using the most boring fucking carriage and horses in the world, even if it doesn’t make them easier to find. She meanders past the next stall selling some kind of honey cakes—it’s absolutely surrounded, and she doesn’t want to wait in line—and ends up running into Masako in front of a table selling embroidered accessories.

“Any luck?” she murmurs, pretending to examine the fish decorating a set of cuffs and matching collar.

“The sandal seller saw a carriage, but didn’t remember anything about it,” Masako says, letting her fingers trail along the edge of a shawl covered in delicate geometric stitching.

“Same story on my end.” Kia flips over a ribbon, notes the neatly woven in thread ends, and lays it back out carefully. “Which means we know if we actually notice anything about a carriage, it’s the wrong one.”

Masako says nothing, which Kia thinks is a bit rude—it wasn’t her best joke, but it was worth at least a snort. She glances up and learns that Masako didn’t laugh because she isn’t paying attention to her at all. Her eyes are wide, her face pale in the lamplight as she reaches a trembling hand out toward a heavily embroidered obi.

“Masako?” Kia asks, eyes flicking between her stricken expression and the obi. It’s beautiful work, but she doesn’t know why it would make Masako look like she’d seen a ghost.

“I—” Masako manages, then swallows. “It’s.” She runs a finger over a decorative section next to a spectacularly embroidered phoenix feather. Kia frowns, something about the decorative pattern tugging at her memory fruitlessly.

“Miyuki made this,” Masako whispers, voice rough. “She signed it.” She traces the decoration again, except no, it’s not decorative, it’s writing, it’s writing in Taiyou-go—

“What does it say?” Kia breathes, mouth dry.

Masako takes a deep breath. “It says, ‘Help me.’”
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Chapter 8
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SEVERAL THINGS CLICK together at once for Kia, questions and answers bouncing around in her skull in a cacophony of realization. She unfortunately doesn’t have time to unpack any of those realizations, because Masako turns fiery eyes onto the man behind the counter, obi crumpled in her shaking fist, and demands, “Where did you get this?”

“Ah, madam,” the man says, clearly confused about the anger boiling the very air around them, “surely you must understand that a humble purveyor of fine accessories such as myself must keep my suppliers secret, or everyone would be selling the same thing.”

“You—” Masako starts, the air getting noticeably warmer, the flames in nearby lamps flaring up. Kia glances down at their feet and yep, there’s Fox, see-through and snarling with its nearly invisible mouth.

“What my friend means,” Kia cuts in with a wide smile, squeezing Masako's wrist firmly in a silent Don’t, “is that the work is stunning, and she’s been looking for someone who can embroider like this for a while now.” She leans in and asks in a conspiratorial whisper, “Any chance you could put us in touch with the maker?” Please do not light this entire booth on fire, she begs Masako mentally, desperately hoping the message comes across.

“Well,” the man says, matching Kia’s posture with a catlike grin, his tension fading away with the anticipation of a good haggle. “Your friend has excellent taste.”

“Something she and I share,” Kia cuts in with a sultry up-and-down flash of her lashes. (The man is absolutely not her type, namely being a man, but she’s not above flirting for information.)

That cat-grin stretches wider, the man preening under her gaze. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you where I got it,” he says, sounding almost actually sorry. “If you’d like something like it, we could work out a custom order, perhaps?”

The lanterns flare again as Masako inhales sharply. “You—”

“Don’t understand,” Kia interrupts smoothly, squeezing Masako’s wrist again and then forcibly tucking that hand into the crook of her elbow. “My friend needs something... complex. We wouldn’t want any of the details to get lost in translation, so we really need to speak to the maker directly.”

“What kind of complex?” the man asks, gears turning behind his eyes like those specialty waterwheel-run carpentry workshops. “I’m sure I could make sure the design meets your specifications.”

“That’s part of the issue! She’s not entirely sure of the design she wants yet!” Kia sighs and rolls her eyes fondly. “You know how it is when you have to see ideas before you can figure out exactly what you want.”

“Maybe I can help with that,” he says, reaching for a sketchbook. “Why don’t you start with telling me what you want to have embroidered, Miss...?”

“Masako,” Masako snaps. Kia stares into the middle distance, furious with herself for not emphasizing the need for aliases. “And what I need—”

“Are wedding robes,” Kia blurts.

“Wedding robes?” asks the man in the booth.

“Wedding robes?” Masako asks at the same time, voice significantly higher.

“Wedding robes,” Kia says firmly, smile plastered on her face. It’s the perfect cover—everyone expects strong opinions when it comes to wedding planning. It’s not suspicious that they’d want to speak directly to the person doing the work. She will happily explain all of this to Masako at a later time as long as they don’t fucking blow this lead. “You were just saying yesterday how hard it’s been to find someone worth hiring. Isn’t it lucky we came out here tonight?”

“...Yes,” Masako says slowly. She blinks and something firms in her jaw. “Yes, it’s been awful trying to find robes for my, uh. My wedding.” It’s not quite the worst delivery Kia’s ever heard, but it’s far from the best. “Can you put us in touch with the gi—person who embroidered this?” Masako asks, giving the obi a shake. “I really want to talk with them. About my wedding robes. For my wedding.”

The man in the booth narrows his eyes at them. “Your wedding,” he repeats skeptically.

“Her wedding,” Kia says emphatically. She will carry this fucking lie on her back if she has to.

“There was someone over by the fountain who saw a carriage—” Nukunya’s voice says from behind Kia, and she whips around like a snake striking to drag them in.

“Kunya!” she says brightly, making the most simultaneously significant and subtle eye contact she possibly can. “Look! We found the perfect person to embroider the clothing for you and Masako’s wedding!” She really, really wishes she could do Lucían’s mindspeech thing, because thinking really hard at other people doesn't have any measurable effect no matter how much she wants it to.

“My what?” Nukunya asks, visibly thrown.

“Our wedding!” Masako chirps, eyes wild, and she lunges past Kia to hug Nukunya’s arm. “Look at this embroidery!” she continues, mushing her tits against Nukunya’s bicep in a way that causes Kia a flash of inappropriately timed envy. “Isn’t it beautiful? We need to talk to the person who made it.”

Kia’s not sure if Nukunya can actually read Taiyou-go, but they follow Masako’s pointing finger and blink twice, realization flashing over their face and swiftly tamped down. “What... stunning work,” they say, glancing at Masako. “It’s what you’ve been looking for?”

“It’s exactly what I’ve been looking for,” Masako says emphatically. (Maybe a little too emphatically, but again, people get really weird about weddings. Kia really hopes the man in the booth will chalk all this weirdness up to that.)

Nukunya nods sharply and turns to the vendor, who has been watching this interaction with knowing eyes. “We want to meet the person who made this.”

“So that we can talk to them about our wedding outfits,” Masako cuts in, having latched on to the lie with both hands.

“Yes,” Nukunya agrees with no emotion whatsoever. “We want to talk to them about the outfits for our wedding.”

“Mama would never be satisfied if a child of hers had something substandard for their wedding,” Kia adds with a nudge to Nukunya’s side, inventing a backstory on the fly.

“Indeed,” Nukunya says, still without emoting. They’re trying, though, and Kia appreciates the effort. “Our mother is very particular, not to mention our aunts.” A glance sideways at Masako. “And my future wife deserves the best.” 

“We need to meet the maker,” Masako insists, going a little too plaintive, possibly to make up for Nukunya’s lack of emotion. “We have to, this is perfect.”

“I really can’t—” the man behind the counter tries to demur.

“We’ll pay you a finder’s fee, of course,” Kia cuts in smoothly, making a coin appear in her hand, rolling it across her fingers, and slipping it back away. “And we’ll tell everyone at the wedding we made the order with you. We have a big family. We’ll make sure the word spreads.” She leans a little closer and gestures between herself and Nukunya. “You know about the Auntie Network, yes?”

“Well...” the man starts, clearly wavering. “I’m afraid I don’t know who made that piece.”

“Earlier you said that you had to keep your suppliers secret,” Masako says with a frown.

“I do—” the man starts.

“Then why did you tell Ma—my future wife that you don’t know who made it?” Nukunya asks sharply, focusing on the discrepancy like a hawk diving for a mouse. “Do you not know, or is it a secret?”

“It’s not—I didn’t—” the man stammers, suddenly wrong-footed.

“Are you lying to my future wife?” Nukunya asks, drawing themselves up to their full height (much shorter than the man selling embroidery) and looking down their nose at him. “I don’t know if we need to waste our time and money on a dishonest salesman.”

“I’m not—It’s not a lie!” the man says firmly, squaring his shoulders. “It’s only that I purchase through a wholesaler. I truly can’t put you in touch with the person who made this piece, because I don’t know who they are specifically.”

“But your wholesaler would,” Kia says, leaning on the counter with a conspiratorial smile. “So you could point us to your wholesaler—for a very reasonable fee—and we could go visit them tomorrow.”

“About our wedding robes,” Masako says unnecessarily. Kia gives her top marks for enthusiasm and bottom marks for everything else. She needs to teach these honest people how to fucking grift.

“My wife deserves the best,” Nukunya chimes in, sounding like they’re about to marry an unfinished wooden table. They’re still glaring, though, and the glare carries a lot of emotional weight. Maybe Kia only needs to teach Masako how to grift—they can work on Nukunya’s delivery instead.

“Well...” the man starts, trying to pick between keeping his trade secrets and getting paid to get rid of the weirdos who won’t stop yelling about wedding robes.

“What do you say?” Kia asks, flashing him the coin again. “We’ll even buy the obi, too.”

The man takes a deep breath and Kia spots the moment he breaks. “If you have something to write with, I can tell you the address.”

“Pleasure doing business with you,” Kia says cheerfully, flipping him the coin.

***
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“DID YOU FIND HER?” Sophia asks, dragging Kia into her room as soon as she opens the door.

“No, but I watched them shake down a man for embroidery secrets, and no one will explain why,” Kaori says, steering Masako and Nukunya in by virtue of walking behind them and being very large.

“I didn’t want to say while we were outside,” Kia says, allowing herself to be deposited on a velvet-upholstered couch. She bounces, steadying the skewer of fresh fruit she bought on the way back, and takes a quick bite of mango. “We still don’t know who’s behind this, which means we don’t know where they are, which means we need to be careful who knows.”

“Knows what?” Kaori asks pointedly, looming in front of the door.

“Who they’re targeting,” Kia says, waving at the obi still clenched in Masako’s hands. “It’s the embroidery.”

“What?” Sophia asks, brow furrowed.

“Oh,” Nukunya says, and then, “oh,” and then, to Masako, “so when you said it was what you’d been looking for—”

“My sister made this,” Masako grits out, running a thumb in circles on the embroidered eye of a phoenix feather. “My sister signed her name on this. They have her, and they’re making her do this.” Her arm jerks like she wants to throw the obi on the ground, and at the last moment she pulls it close again, too precious to damage.

“That’s the connection,” Kia says, the words tripping over themselves. “The embroidery—everyone I’ve interviewed—Elara’s shawl—they’re kidnapping people who can embroider, and they’re probably running a whole fucking factory off their backs.”

“Why?” Sophia asks, brow even more furrowed.

“Money,” Kia and Nukunya say in unison. They share a glance, and Kia continues, “Embroidery is time-consuming and difficult and hard to work on at night unless you can afford lamps. If you have a piece and you want it decorated, you have to either learn how to do it yourself or you have to pay someone for all their time and skill and lamp access.”

“It’s expensive and it’s also in demand,” Nukunya adds, waving a hand at Sophia’s room and its several embroidered pillows. “People want it. They either want it for its own sake, because it’s nice to look at, or they want it so they look like someone who can afford fancy embroidery.”

“Why do you know so much about embroidery?” Kaori asks, head cocked.

“I’ve audited several textile houses,” Nukunya says with a shrug. “There are people who will spend a lot of money on clothes.”

“I’m one of them,” Kia says, half-raising her hand. “And the reason I spend a lot of money on embroidered things is because I think the people doing the work deserve a lot of money for it. But.” She drops her hand and fiddles with a knife, voice cold. “If you’re just looking at the prices, and you don’t care about who’s making it, or even consider them people...”

“You’d stand to make a huge profit,” Nukunya finishes for her, and oh doesn’t it feel good to finally be on the same page as someone else, close enough to share words in a sentence. “People expect to pay high prices for embroidery, and if you don’t bother paying the people who do the work... It’s a profit margin that would catch any merchant’s eye. It’s just not every merchant that has the capacity to kidnap a few dozen people and keep them captive.” They pause thoughtfully. “And I suppose some of them are too ethical to do it.”

“Ethical or scared of being caught,” Kia says, tapping her knife against her lower lip. “Though I suppose if the result is people getting paid and not kidnapped it doesn’t really matter which.”

“Ethical people are still bad at their taxes,” Nukunya says, narrowing their eyes. “People who are afraid of being caught hire good accountants.”

“Oh, good, I’m glad we’re all sharing this important information about tax payments while my sister is out there, trapped and enslaved,” Masako cuts in, voice trembling. “That seems like a good use of our time. Definitely more useful than finding her.”

“You’re right.” Kia puts away her knife and offers Masako an apologetic arm-pat. “Did she manage to hide any other information in her work?” Like maybe a location? Kia doesn’t ask out loud, even though she wants to.

“I don’t think so,” Masako says, automatically shaking out the obi like a scroll and scrutinizing it inch-by-inch. “See, here’s her name, and this says ‘Help me,’ and then here’s her name again, and ‘Help me,’ again.”

Kia hums, impressed. “She made it look like it was part of the background pattern,” she muses, picking out the repeated characters now that she knows what she’s looking for. “That’s clever. Made it harder for them to notice she was going off-design.”

“I just wish she’d been able to say more,” Masako says, slapping down the obi in frustration. “It’s almost worse knowing what’s happened to her but not knowing anything useful.”

“We don’t know nothing,” Nukunya says, like it’s obvious, and upon the receipt of several raised eyebrows clarifies, “we know none of them are Taiyou-go speakers, or they’d have noticed when she—” They wave at the obi.

“Probably none of them even spend much time around Taiyou-go speakers,” Kaori chimes in, drumming her fingers on her knee. “Sometimes people from the other side of the city don’t even recognize kanji as writing, you know, so I bet these fuckers never really come through our neighborhoods.”

“Except to kidnap people,” Masako says with a voice dripping in venom.

“They seem to be going through a lot of people’s neighborhoods to do that,” Kia says absently. “Nukunya and Kaori are right, though. We can probably count out any neighborhoods with a high population of people who speak Taiyou-go, and the neighborhoods that border them.” She frowns and adds, “Unfortunately this means Masako’s kami will be less effective.”

“They’ll be effective enough,” Masako says with vicious feeling. Kaori gives her an encouraging pat on the shoulder, looking proud of Masako’s bloodlust. Kia’s right there with them.

“So what next?” Sophia asks, eyes darting around. “You didn’t find Elara. Do you just stop looking?”

“I won’t stop until I’m dead,” Kia says cheerfully. “We didn’t find Elara, but her trail was fresh enough to lead us to the market where we found this obi that Masako’s sister left a message on, and we found the man who was selling it, and he” —she whips out a folded piece of paper with a flourish— “was eventually convinced to give us the name and address of his wholesaler.”

“That’s what you were shaking him down for,” Kaori says, thumping her fist against her thigh in realization. “That makes so much more sense than the embroidery secrets angle.”

“It wasn’t not embroidery secrets,” Kia says, considering, “but that’s not the point.” She shifts around on the couch so she can more easily face the others, folding her hands in front of her. “Tomorrow we’re going to go pay these people a visit and see what we can find.”

“So you have a plan, then?” Sophia asks, leaning forward.

“If we have a plan, it’s news to me,” Nukunya says testily. “I don’t appreciate being surprised by my part in a con without any time to prepare.”

“They were dire circumstances,” Kia shoots back. “You figured it out, and we got the information we needed. Sorry we didn’t have time to brief you on the cover story I invented out of whole cloth on the fly.”

“I didn’t have any warning and I did okay,” Masako says under her breath, still absently petting the obi like she might be able to feel her sister’s touch and vastly overstating her ability to tell convincing lies.

Nukunya narrows their eyes, inhaling like they’re about to continue the argument. Kia slashes a hand through the air with a shake of her head. “It’s over now,” she says with authority. “We couldn’t plan for today, but we can plan for tomorrow, so that’s a better use of our time than fighting over whether we could have handled it better.” She gives Nukunya a sharp look. “Agreed?”

They still look a bit like they want to argue, but all they say is, “Agreed,” so Kia will take it.

“I don’t know if you need to be here for this,” Kia tells Sophia. “I don’t want to cut into your working time.”

“I’m not going to be able to work tonight,” Sophia says, making a face. “I get nauseated when I’m worried, and I can’t think of worse work to do while sick to your stomach then—” She waves at the bed with a shudder. “Maybe I can help?”

“Help how?” Nukunya asks, not dismissively.

“Well,” Sophia says with a thoughtful frown, “you said you don’t like being surprised. I do a lot of role-play with clients. Maybe I can pretend to be whoever you’re going to go see tomorrow, so you have a chance to practice?”

Kia feels the horny part of her brain get distracted by sexy role-play scenarios (and by the way Masako’s eyes go wide, she’s not the only one) and she aggressively pushes that to the side. Focus. “That sounds great. We” —she gestures between herself, Masako, and Nukunya— “need to make sure we have our story straight so we don’t have a repeat of earlier with someone who’s bound to be even more suspicious.”

“Do you think the wholesaler and the kidnappers are the same group?” Kaori asks, rolling out her wrists like she’s anticipating a fight.

“I think we should act on the assumption that they are,” Kia says. “It’s not a guarantee—the wholesalers might not have any idea who they’re buying from—but I always go in with the expectation that there might be a lot of people with knives hiding behind every door rather than expecting a safe and pleasant tour through a garment warehouse.”

“This explains so much about you,” Masako says quietly.

“I think it’s sensible,” Nukunya says, while Kaori nods her agreement.

“How many people are waiting behind doors to stab the auditor?” Masako asks them, aghast.

“More than you’d think,” Nukunya says with a shrug. That gets them questioning blinks from everyone in the room and they add, “It’s not common, certainly, but people who aren’t doing their books correctly are never happy about having someone show up to find the problems.” They smooth down their tunic primly. “I’m very good at dodging.”

“Tax auditing is a much more exciting vocation than I expected,” Sophia says, disbelief and skepticism warring in her voice.

“Has no one ever drawn a knife in the brothel?” Kia asks with a raised eyebrow.

Sophia opens her mouth, shuts it again, and tilts her head. “Point taken.” A beat. “Usually those people are drunk, though.”

“Drunkenness is not confined to drinking establishments,” Nukunya says with a long-suffering air, and then turns to Kia. “I assume we will continue the story from tonight, that Masako and I are soon to be married and seeking someone to embroider our wedding garments.”

“Got it in one.” Kia rolls her shoulders back, focusing on the task at hand. “If the man from tonight sends word back to his wholesaler then we want our stories to match, and it’s a simple enough lie to remember.” She glances at Masako and tries not to sound scolding when she continues, “We’ll be using Masako’s real name, but you should keep going by Kunya, and I’m Kara.”

“My sister?” Nukunya asks, with the air of someone taking careful mental notes.

“Exactly. We can speak in Dhoo Jonam a few times to sell how close we are.” Kia steeples her fingers in front of her chin and regards Masako thoughtfully. “Masako and I are best friends. We met in the same school when we were younger and ended up working in the same pottery shop.”

“I don’t know anything about pottery other than using it,” Masako breaks in, raising her hand.

“I don’t think they’re actually going to ask us about pottery,” Kia reassures her, “but if you want it to be something else we can do that. What do you know about?”

“Tea,” Masako says immediately. She pauses to think once the instinctive answer is out and adds, “Gardening. Cooking. Ink painting?”

“Ink painting,” Kia repeats. “The Flame's told me enough about art to fake it, we can go with that. We work at the same art studio, and I introduced you to my sibling, and you fell in love.”

“When did you introduce us?” Nukunya asks immediately. “How did we meet? How long have we been courting? When is the wedding?” The questions come out rapid-fire, urgent. They’re clearly invested in the backstory.

“Five years ago,” Kia invents wildly. “There was a bad storm and our house was closer to the studio than Masako’s, so she came home with me to spend the night rather than risk getting blown away. You’ve been courting her since then, but you were too subtle about it so she only realized two years ago. No date set, but sometime next year.”

Nukunya regards her quietly for a moment. “You’re good at this.”

Kia shrugs. “I’ve had practice. Remember, we don’t need to overcomplicate things.”

Nukunya looks like they disagree but they give a slow nod. “That seems like the major questions they might ask.” They drum their fingers on their knees, giving off an air of nervousness. “What if they ask how we fell in love? What are my favorite things about her?”

“That sounds like a question for you to answer, not me,” Kia says, twirling a knife between her fingers just for something to do. (She thinks better if her hands are moving.) “Nukunya, what are your favorite things about Masako?”

Nukunya makes a very subtle face like they were just asked what their favorite things were about a dead fish, which Kia thinks is a little unfair to Masako, who is a very attractive woman and not any kind of dead animal at all. They turn to Masako decisively, though, and give her a slow once-over.

“I think I like Masako’s skill with people,” they say after a long moment, voice quiet. “I think I was jealous about it at first because it comes so easily to her, but I admire it, as well.”

Masako’s cheeks go pink and she swallows audibly, mouth working like she wants to say something.

“I also like her commitment to justice,” Nukunya continues, voice still low but the words coming more easily. “I like that when she sees someone who needs help, she helps. I like that she’s angry when other people don’t help.” They pause, eyes flitting between Masako and the wall behind her, and finish, “She also has very lovely eyes.”

Masako is absolutely red now and has her gaze rigidly fixed somewhere above Nukunya’s left shoulder, radiating embarrassment so hard Kia can taste it. This is all a very reasonable reaction to receiving sincere compliments, let alone in front of other people. Kia sympathizes even as she prepares to inflict even more emotional torture.

“Sounds good,” she says, keeping her voice businesslike. “Masako, what are your favorite things about Kunya, your betrothed who definitely isn’t investigating the disappearance of their brother and helping you investigate the disappearance of your sister?”

Masako’s eyes snap to Kia’s, so full of betrayal that Kia has to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Masako is still blushing very hard, and she flutters her hands awkwardly above her lap a few times, like she wants to cover her face but knows that doing so would bring more attention to the blush.

“Well,” she croaks after a moment, then swallows. “Well, I suppose I like N—Kunya’s attention to detail. They point out things I haven’t even noticed, and it’s very helpful?” Oh, now Nukunya can’t make eye contact with anyone. Their skin is too dark to show a flush, but Kia’s pretty sure it’s there. “I also find their dedication to finishing a task very admirable,” Masako continues to the floor in front of her feet. “I feel like I can rely on them.” She swallows again, considers, and adds, “And they have very nice hands.”

This declaration leaves the room hanging in a silence so thick it could be cut into pieces and sold like cheese. Sophia’s eyebrows have nearly met her hairline, and Kaori has covered her entire lower face. Kia wants to dissolve into nervous giggles, an urge she suppresses with extreme skill and determination. This is not the time, even if Masako and Nukunya look like two people whose parents have arranged their marriage and are now being forced to admit they might sort of like each other on pain of death.

“Great!” she says brightly, clapping her hands together to dispel the awkwardness. “Try to remember those things you just listed any time you look at each other tomorrow and we might be able to sell the relationship. I’m coming along as Kunya’s sister because our mother and aunts have very particular requirements they’re trusting me to communicate on their behalf, and because I love planning weddings.”

“Is that true?” Sophia asks, her eyebrows back at a normal height.

“Absolutely,” Kia says with a shrug. “The wedding thing, not the aunts, obviously. Like I said, the best lies are simple and have an element of truth. Now. You two.” She focuses on Masako and Nukunya, all humor gone. “Let’s make you seem married.”

“And then we’ll go over the plan?” Nukunya asks in a slightly strangled voice, glancing at Masako nervously.

“And then we’ll go over the plan,” Kia reassures them. “And then tomorrow we’ll enact the plan.” She hesitates to say the next part, but they really look anxious, so she squeezes their shoulder and adds, “Everything’s going to be fine.”

Silently, internally, she sends up a prayer that she’s right.
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Chapter 9
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THE PLAN IS FAIRLY simple: Kia, Nukunya, and Masako will arrive at the embroidery wholesaler at mid-morning. Nukunya and Masako will pretend that they are soon-to-be-married and deeply demanding about every aspect about their upcoming wedding, specifically how they want their garments embroidered. They will do their best to draw the attention of the wholesaler, and Kia will take the first opportunity provided to do some snooping and see what she can find. It’s easy. Straightforward, even! Kia feels good about it.

She seems to be the only one who does.

“Are you sure that I should be wearing these?” Nukunya asks for about the third time, fiddling with the ostentatious necklaces on loan from Sophia.

“Yes.” Kia smacks their hand without looking away from the carriage window, where she’s keeping her eyes steadfastly on the horizon. “The goal is to make you look like you have enough money to back up your demands, and the jewelry sells it.”

“I suppose,” Nukunya mutters darkly, rolling their shoulders under Kia's borrowed, heavily embroidered capelet. “It seems like a bit much.”

“A bit much would be real gold thread and actual gems,” Kia says, resisting the urge to roll her eyes, mostly because it would make her nauseated. (Kaori’s driving is smooth and the borrowed carriage is in good working order, but tell any of that to Kia’s traitorous stomach.) “You’re exactly the right amount of much. Tell them, Masako.”

“You look very nice,” Masako says, too emphatically. At least she isn’t fiddling with her jewelry: instead she sits with her spine ramrod straight and her shoulders back. She looks very good in the ombre-dyed festival kimono that used to be her mother's, and Kia’s almost grateful for her seasickness. If she wasn't being forced to look out the window, it would be very hard to keep from looking at Masako. “Beloved,” she adds after a slightly awkward pause.

Kia does roll her eyes this time, as quickly as possible so as to avoid the seasickness. “You both need to relax,” she orders, remembering she has one of Lucían’s ginger candies in her belt pouch and promptly shoving it into her mouth. She inhales deeply through her nose, the ginger a pleasant burn in her sinuses, and tucks the candy into her cheek. “We’re barely lying. We’re not even going to do anything particularly illegal or dangerous today. You two are just going to ask a lot of questions about embroidery, which you’re perfectly qualified to do, and I’m going to scope it out, and when we know everything we think we’re going to learn from this, we’ll leave.” She fixes them with an intent stare. “What, exactly, are you afraid of?”

Nukunya and Masako share a glance, waiting for the other to go first. Kia rolls her eyes again and points at Nukunya.

“Getting caught in a lie,” they admit after a moment. Their eyes track away, avoiding Kia’s gaze. “I’m not... accomplished at deception. It’s not in my nature to be anything other than truthful.”

“Good job admitting it,” Kia says with a nod, then points at Masako. Masako hunches, spoiling the nice lines of her kimono in the process, and Kia raises a slow eyebrow. Masako huffs with annoyance and straightens.

“I’m afraid we won’t pass as married,” she says to Kia’s left ear, cheeks going gently pink. “I don’t usually” —and she makes a descriptive but confusing gesture that doesn’t help at all— “in public, let alone when it’s a lie.” She frowns. “So I suppose I’m also afraid of getting caught in a lie, but in a very specific one.”

“Great.” Kia claps her hands together and taps her fingertips on her chin. “Perfect. Two very actionable fears we can absolutely work on in the next...” She opens the carriage door and leans outside, one hand on the frame for balance. “Hey, Kaori! How much longer?”

“Fifteen, twenty minutes?” Kaori calls back from the driver’s seat.

“Great, thanks!” Kia shuts the door and settles back down. “The next fifteen to twenty minutes.” She turns to Nukunya. “You did perfectly fine roleplaying with Sophia last night. Was there a line of questioning we missed that you’re still worried about?”

Nukunya’s brow creases, obviously replaying a memory. “No,” they say after a moment. “It was all very thorough.”

(It was. Kia was genuinely impressed by Sophia’s ability to play the role of a suspicious, hard-hitting businesswoman. She asked about it and Sophia shrugged and said, “You’d be amazed what some people want to pay you for.”

Someday, when this is all over, Kia is going to hire Sophia for a day, get a full-body massage, and demand to hear everything about people who hire a courtesan to pretend to be a suspicious, hard-hitting businesswoman. Something to look forward to.)

“So are you afraid of getting caught in a lie about the investigation, or are you also afraid of getting caught in the lie about—” Kia gestures at the immensely awkward way they’re trying not to jostle into each other on the carriage seat. It would be much easier to just cuddle than to hold themselves so damn rigidly. Kia would cuddle if she was sharing her seat.

“I suppose I am,” Nukunya admits after another moment’s thought. They glance at Masako and then away, jaw tight. “I’ve not had many... relationships. Not for... extended periods of time.”

“You a dalliance kind of person?” Kia asks lightly. She will drag the tone of this conversation away from awkward by the hair if she has to.

Nukunya gives the impression that their face would be red if their skin tone were any paler. “That is an... accurate description, yes.”

Kia takes a moment to wonder how either of these attractive people managed to get to this point in their lives without someone snatching them up. She then remembers that she, also, managed to get to this point in her life without someone snatching her up, which is a depressing realization, and she forces the entire question out of her mind.

“People probably won’t ask incredibly deep questions about your relationship in this kind of meeting,” she says with confidence—she’s run the “Fake Married” grift with everyone at the Guild from Glory (easy, since they actually were in a relationship at one point) to the Black Bear (who is a dedicated climber of trees, to Kia’s dedicated seeker of flowers, which means it was challenging and hilarious), so she knows this from experience. “You just need to act besotted with each other, maybe a little embarrassingly so, and they won’t suspect a thing.”

“‘Act besotted,’” Nukunya quotes flatly.

“Embarrassingly?” Masako asks at the same time.

Kia does not roll her eyes this time, because she is a good leader who helps her team understand their roles, even when her team has never heard of acting before. “You’re going to need to pretend like you can’t keep your hands off each other,” she says patiently. “Touch the whole time. Constantly give each other goo-goo-eyes. Occasionally get so involved in staring at each other you forget other people are in the room.”

“Goo-goo eyes?” Nukunya repeats in a horrified whisper.

“Why?” Masako asks, now even further away from Nukunya on the bench.

“Well, that’s the lie we told,” Kia says with a shrug, “So they’re going to be expecting a soon-to-be-married couple. Public displays of affection are very effective at making people uncomfortable enough to ignore anything else suspicious going on. If they’re too busy trying to avoid looking at you while you eye-fuck each other, they’ll be too busy to wonder why you’re asking pointed questions about their embroidery sources.”

Eye-fuck, Nukunya mouths silently, eyes wide. Masako stares above Kia’s head for a few long moments, gaze distant, and then she nods.

“So then,” Masako says, squaring her shoulders like she’s about to start a brawl in the moving carriage (which Kia’s done, and it’s both fun and a terrible idea). “Where do you suggest we start?”

“About a foot closer together,” Kia says, jerking her chin at the empty space between them on the bench. They both look down at it, and then up at each other. Nukunya visibly swallows, flexes their hands, and scoots maybe an inch toward Masako. Masako rolls her eyes expressively (must be nice not to get seasick) and shoves her ass so aggressively at Nukunya she half knocks them over.

“Right.” Masako lifts her chin, pressed up against Nukunya tightly enough to rumple her kimono. “What next?”

Kia stifles her amusement. Nukunya’s holding themself so rigidly Kia expects they’d shatter if touched, and Masako’s not much better. “You two need to relax, first of all. You’re in love, not heading to an execution.”

“How do we do that?” Nukunya asks, sounding like they carved each word into a pebble with their tongue before spitting it out.

“Try to remember that everyone here is an adult and we’re doing this for a reason, so it’s not like you’re groping a stranger without permission,” Kia says, mentally running through other options. “Second... Take each other’s hands.”

Nukunya asks Masako’s permission with their eyebrows, gets a nod, and clasps her hands as delicately as Kia might handle a spun sugar candy. (Before shoving it in her mouth, anyway. She doesn’t think Nukunya is going to shove Masako’s hands in their mouth, so maybe this metaphor doesn’t work.)

“Okay, now squeeze each other as hard as you can and tense all your muscles.”

“I do not see how that will help us relax,” Nukunya points out, arching an elegant eyebrow.

“Just fucking do it,” Kia shoots back. “Which one of us actually knows what she’s talking about?”

Nukunya looks like they’d like to argue the point, but Masako grimly crushes their hands, body going even more rigid. Nukunya is forced to respond in kind simply to avoid having their fingers smushed.

“Perfect,” Kia says. “Even tighter. Breathe shallowly.”

Nukunya grimaces but complies. Masako clenches her jaw so hard Kia worries about her teeth.

“Now hold that for ten... nine... eight...” Kia counts it down slowly as their hands shake and their chests heave and their eyebrows go scrunchy with concentration. “...one,” she finishes, “now let it all go. Deep breath, really deep, and exhale hard.”

“Phwooooof,” Masako says, half a sigh and half a word as she slumps. “Why was that so tiring?”

“I expect it was the level of muscular control we were expected to exhibit,” Nukunya says between breaths. They glance at Kia and add, “Though I am still not entirely certain what the point was.”

“Well, look how relaxed you are now.” Kia waves at how their bodies have slumped together from of a sense of solidarity and pure physical exhaustion. They haven’t let go of each other’s hands, either. Perfect. Nukunya frowns, glances over at Masako, and blinks in realization.

“Ah.” They nod, obviously impressed. “Approaching it from the outside in.”

“Trick the body, trick the mind.” Kia preens a little. She’s good at what she does, and it’s nice to have Nukunya actually acknowledge it.

“So we’re more comfortable now,” Masako agrees, squeezing Nukunya’s hand and, after a moment’s thought, interlacing their fingers. “What else should we practice?”

“The eye-fucking, probably,” Kia decides. “Look at each other like you’re counting down the minutes until you can tear each other’s clothes off with your teeth.”

“Evocative,” Nukunya comments dryly. They take a deep breath, square their shoulders, immediately remember that they’re trying to be relaxed, drop their shoulders, and turn to Masako. “Shall we?”

“I guess,” Masako mutters, but she gamely makes eye contact.

It is... not good. Nukunya’s making a face somewhere between a glare and “day three of total, binding constipation,” and Masako seems to think eye-fucking is a competition and if she blinks she’ll lose.

“Relax,” Kia orders gently. “You’re in love, remember?”

Nukunya’s shoulders drop an inch. Masako’s hand goes limp, which makes it obvious just how tightly she was squeezing. Their faces don’t change in the slightest.

“Relax your eyebrows,” Kia orders, slightly less gently.

The furrows between their brows smooth out, but now Nukunya looks like they’re looking past Masako, and Masako still hasn’t blinked. Kia’s not sure what people will think if the two of them try this in public but she’s pretty sure it won’t be, “Ah, a couple who are horny and in love.” She thinks it might be closer to, “A murder is about to occur.”

“Okay, no, stop,” she says, and gets twin sighs of relief as they slump against the backrest. To Nukunya she adds, “Do you usually look at your lovers like you want to shove them out a window?”

Nukunya gives this some thought. “Not intentionally,” they admit, “but I have been called ‘intense.’”

That’s one way to put it. “Okay, try again,” Kia says. “Think about something you actually like this time.”

There’s some sighing and shuffling before Eye-Fucking Round Two commences, and it’s slightly better. Masako has a somewhat manic half smile going on, and Nukunya looks mostly blank, but it’s still definitely not “We are in love and thirty seconds from kissing right here in front of everyone.”

“Stop,” Kia orders, giving in to the urge to pinch the bridge of her nose. “That was... No. Just... No.”

“We are trying,” Nukunya says hotly, more emotion in their voice than Kia’s heard all morning.

“I know you are,” she says soothingly. “And that was better, I promise.” She frowns at them, trying to figure out the next angle of attack. Yelling at them to look hornier isn’t going to get them there, obviously, but what will?

“You two should kiss,” her mouth says before her brain has quite decided on a course of action.

“Pardon?” Nukunya says, eyebrows shooting upward.

“Excuse me?” Masako says at the same time.

“You should kiss,” Kia repeats, half because it’s a decent idea and half because if she backs down now she’ll lose her veneer of authority. “Tricking the body and the mind at the same time, right? If you know what it’s like to kiss each other, it’ll be easier to sell the eye-fucking.” That's a solid theory, regardless of how recently she invented it.

There’s a long pause interrupted only by the rumble of the cobblestones under the wheels. “You’re sure?” Nukunya asks, when it’s apparent someone has to respond and it’s not going to be Masako.

“Oh, yeah. It works every time.” Probably. She’s never needed to practice kissing with anyone at the Guild, because they have the kind of relationships where she might, at any given time, climb someone like a tree and try to stick her wet finger in their ear just to be an asshole. When you’ve shared bedrolls for warmth with half your friends out of necessity you end up pretty physically comfortable with them. That’s just math, or something.

“I guess actors have to practice kissing before they put on romantic plays,” Masako says, sounding like it literally just occurred to her.

“Exactly!” Kia says encouragingly, pretending like this was her idea all along and not something she said on accident. “Go on, give each other a smooch and see how it feels.”

“I don’t think I need to do it to know it’s going to feel awkward,” Nukunya mutters quietly, but they say it while they’re turning to face Masako. “Would you like to start, or should I?”

“You start,” Masako says, color rising in her cheeks. “I’ll start the next one?”

“Very fair,” Nukunya says with a serious little nod. They pause, looking like they’re doing very complicated math, take a deep breath, lean in, and—

Give Masako a teeny, closed-mouth peck on the lips. It looks like a bird picking up a seed. It’s the least sexy kiss Kia has ever seen, and that includes the time the Badger deliberately kissed an entire mouthful of soup onto the Black Bear’s cheek in retaliation for a terrible pun. Awful, just awful.

“That was it?” Masako asks, opening her eyes solely to give Nukunya a look of disbelief. “That was terrible.”

Oh, good! Kia doesn’t have to be the one to say it.

“You do better, then,” Nukunya snaps, voice a hot mixture of anger and embarrassment.

“I will,” Masako shoots back, and she catches their mouth still half-open on a rejoinder. Nukunya makes an offended sound, then remembers the point of the exercise and lets their expression soften. It’s both hotter and gentler than the previous kiss, not quite obscene but much more intimate. They hold for a few breaths, learning the shape of it, and separate slowly.

“Much bett—” Kia starts, but they’re kissing again before she finishes, swaying together as though pulled with ropes. One of Masako’s hands drifts up to cup the back of Nukunya’s neck. Nukunya’s freed hand travels to Masako’s waist, clenching on her obi. Masako makes a pleased sound, and Nukunya sighs, and—oh, that’s tongue. That is definitely tongue. In the space of three kisses they’ve gone from the worst kiss of all time to a level of kiss-confidence that’s making Kia feel hot under the collar and more than a little jealous. Why hadn’t she pretended to be the one getting married? She could be getting fake-kissed to within an inch of her life right now! She stews about it a little, then stops stewing when she abruptly realizes she (obviously) wants to be kissing Masako, but she's also jealous of Masako, which means she wants to be kissing... Nukunya?

That is... New. Kia has only ever sought flowers. She likes women—though she doesn't care whether they were late-blooming or not—and exclusively women.

Exclusively? a little voice asks in the back of her head, serving up a memory of Shannon—close personal confidant of the famous courtesan Lady Helena back in Knightsrest and one of Kia’s extended friend circle—their lithe frame draped in a flowing gown, long hair draping over one shoulder, neither man nor woman but very easy on the eyes. Kia can admit she’d take Shannon for a tumble if they both wanted it, and she’s definitely dated a few women who dress and act masculine enough to be occasionally mistaken for men.

Nukunya’s not a woman, not particularly masculine, looks good in long earrings, smells fantastic, is whip-smart and darkly funny, and thus here Kia is, watching them swap spit with Masako and wondering what they taste like! Well! All right! Kia hadn’t thought she’d have a new realization about herself today, but Masako and Nukunya hadn’t expected to practice kissing in a moving carriage! It seems like everyone’s having a hell of a day!

Masako and Nukunya continue kissing, unconcerned with her personal revelations or even her presence. Nukunya’s hand has crept around Masako’s waist to the small of her back, and Masako’s arms are twined over Nukunya’s shoulders. The carriage seems crowded suddenly, the air hot and humid. Kia’s past her momentary bewilderment, caught up in watching, heat curling in her veins to land between her legs and pulse there. She really shouldn’t be watching this; enjoying this. She should tell them they’ve surpassed her expectations, and they can stop kissing now. She definitely shouldn’t squeeze her thighs together and surreptitiously rock against the edge of the carriage bench, managing enough friction to throb in her clit. She’s going to stop.

Any second now.

The carriage rolls over an especially bad pothole, bouncing Kia’s ass right off the bench. She lands with a loud and uncomfortable thump, but she gets off easy compared to the others; Masako yelps in pain and Nukunya startles so badly they slap the wall.

“I’m sorry,” they say as soon as no one is airborne, cupping Masako’s face in both hands and trying to examine her mouth. “Are you bleeding?”

“No, it just surprised me.” Masako curls her lower lip outward and prods it with her tongue, giving Nukunya a better view. (Kia feels pretty superfluous at this point). “No blood. You?”

“You didn’t hit me with your teeth,” Nukunya points out, but allows Masako to check anyway, holding still while she pulls down their lower lip with her thumb. (Kia pinches herself to make sure she’s awake, as though her ass smarting wasn’t enough evidence.) “See?” they say, slightly slurred. “No damage.”

“Good,” Masako says, voice distant, very much staring at Nukunya’s mouth. She's pink-cheeked, her lips flushed, and her eyes are half-lidded and soft. Her hand still clutches the nape of Nukunya’s neck, and her thumb draws a gentle arc on the skin under their jaw. Nukunya’s still cupping her face, gaze flicking between her eyes and her lips, and they sway closer—

“That was perfect,” Kia announces, because if they start making out again she’s going to explode out of sheer pent-up sexual tension.

Both of them jump. Ah, were they so into the making out they forgot she was in the carriage? She’s both proud and annoyed. (If someone wanted to kiss her, she’s open to kisses! Very open!) “Look at each other like that and no one would doubt you’re about to be married.”

Nukunya clears their throat and delicately folds their hands in their lap. “Good.” They glance at Masako briefly. “I am... pleased we were able to meet your standards.”

“Yeah,” Masako says to the ceiling. She smooths out the skirt of her kimono, blushing furiously. “Good... Good practice.”

“Like I said, fool the body and fool the mind,” Kia says, a painful grin plastered across her face. She’s going to make it feel less weird in here if she has to stab someone to do it. “Do you feel more comfortable with the idea of pretending in front of other people, now?”

Nukunya blinks three times, each one almost audible with an imaginary plink. “Comfortable. Yes. That’s... one way you could put it.”

“Great!” Kia can still feel her heartbeat in her clit, and she uncrosses her legs as subtly as she can to release some pressure. This is not the time. “So anytime you feel like someone’s asking too many questions, just” —she gestures widely— “do that, and they’ll try to change the subject to literally anything else.”

“Thank you for your advice,” Masako says, and she even sounds sincere.

“Glad I could help!” Kia heavily considers throwing herself out the window of the carriage. It seems like the best possible course of action. She is saved from having to make such an ignominious exit by the horses coming to a halt. 

“We’re here,” Kaori calls, and Kia takes a deep breath. Okay. They have a mission. Time to focus.

“Who are you?” she asks, eyes sharp.

“Kunya and Masako,” Nukunya says with commendable smoothness. “We are to be married within the year.” They swallow and glance sideways at Masako. “We are very much in love.”

Kia nods. “Why are you here?”

“Because we’re obnoxiously self-important about our wedding and won’t settle for less than fully embroidered garments, and we also don’t know exactly what we want that to look like so we’re going to be incredibly annoying as clients to take up as much time as possible,” Masako says with an evil little smirk. 

Kia smothers a laugh and clarifies, “What are you going to tell them about why you’re here?”

Masako blinks. “Oh.” She huffs a laugh. “Right. We’re here because we found this obi in the marketplace yesterday, and the work was so fine. It was exactly what we were looking for, and we absolutely must hire the creator for our wedding!” She sounds like she has far more money than sense. It’s a good performance.

“Great.” Kia waves at herself. “Why am I here?”

“You’re my sister, Kara,” Nukunya says. “Our mother and aunts would like to be involved in the planning but Mama’s health didn’t allow her to come along and our aunts stayed behind to care for her, so you’re here in their stead to make sure everything will live up to her standards.”

“And my list of their standards is long, complicated, and inconsistent,” Kia finishes, patting the pocket where she’s secreted away her notebook and the absurd number of wedding demands they brainstormed collectively with Sophia and Kaori the night before. “Any last questions or concerns before we do this?”

Nukunya shakes their head. Masako shakes her head as well, looks at Nukunya sidelong, and then lunges over to press a kiss to the corner of their mouth.

“For practice,” she says. “And luck.”

Nukunya forcibly drags their eyebrows down to a normal height and nods. “Of course,” they say, sounding like they’re running on reflex.

Two quiet taps on the door. “We ready?” Kaori asks.

“As ready as we’re gonna be,” Kia mutters under her breath, tragically un-kissed, for luck or otherwise. She waves onward. “After you.”

Nukunya squares their shoulders and ducks out with Kaori’s help. They turn and offer Masako a hand, perfectly conscientious, and draw her down out of the carriage with enviable grace. Kia resigns herself to an undignified scramble only to find Masako offering her a hand, which she takes. Masako’s hand is clammy, a little shaky with nerves, and Kia gives it a good squeeze.

You’ll be fine, she tries to say with eye contact and a warm touch. Masako gives Kia a nod and squeezes her fingers in return before they turn to face their destination.

The building is nondescript, with no large painted signs saying, “Illegal Embroidery Activity Happening Here!” This is disappointing, as it would make the rest of the investigation go very quickly, but it’s to be expected, so Kia doesn’t spend much time being disappointed. It’s a few stories tall, stone at the base and timber-built above that: a place of business but not the kind that invites you inside to shop. Kia doesn’t expect they’ll find any of the missing people here, but she glances at Masako and tips her chin at the door regardless.

Masako takes a deep breath and closes her eyes, the breeze lifting around them and pulling at their hems. She looks for all the world like she’s listening for some far-off melody before she opens her eyes and gives a slight shake. No one inside she recognizes, then.

“Just stick to the plan and it’ll be okay,” Kia breathes as they head for the door, mouth barely moving in case someone’s trying to read their lips from the upper windows. “I’ll get you out if there’s trouble.” She knocks sharply and stands back, schooling herself into character. She’s Kara, here with her sibling and her friend, and she has a lot of opinions about weddings.

“Yes?” asks the man who opens the door, wearing well-made but simple clothes and a look of polite expectation on his face. He’s pale and speaks the pidgin with a slight northern accent, which is a relief—if he was from the local community of lake people, he’d know Nukunya and Masako’s fake engagement didn’t have the approval of any of the local elders, which would be a problem. Kia doesn’t let her relief show as he scans them head-to-toe, not bothering to hide the assessment in his gaze. “Can I help you?”

“Oh, we were told you’d be expecting us,” Kia says, giving him just as assessing a look before meeting his eyes. “We heard from a little birdie in the market that you’re the person to talk to about wedding embroidery.”

“Ah.” The expectation fades away, replaced by understanding. “Of course, of course. It was... Kunya and Masako, yes?”

“That’s us!” Masako chirps, one hand wrapped around Nukunya’s elbow, the other clasping their hand and fully immobilizing that arm. Her smile is slightly feral, but the way she leans into Nukunya’s side looks natural.

“Yes,” Nukunya says, glancing at Masako. Their gaze lingers on her mouth slightly longer than is appropriate. “We’re to be married.”

“Can’t wait!” Masako says brightly. “It’s going to be wonderful.”

“I look forward to it every day,” Nukunya agrees, only a little woodenly. They pat their clasped hands. “We’re very much in love.”

Okay, this is laying it on a little thick, something Kia wishes she could communicate via any technique other than eyebrow movements. She leans in toward the man and whispers conspiratorially, “They’ve been like this for months.” An expressive eye roll. “Lovebirds, am I right?”

“Always the same,” the man murmurs back, accepting the invitation into her little exasperated club. “It’s sweet, though.” To the group he adds, “Come in, come in, we shouldn’t have this conversation on the street,” waving them inside and down the hall into a spacious office. It’s airy and clean, looking for all the world like any place you’d sit down to speak to a legitimate businessperson about a large, expensive commission. Again, Kia wasn’t expecting the place to have a sign on it saying, “Illegal Embroidery Shit Happening Here!” but she’s starting to wonder how far down the pipeline they’ll have to go to find the illegal embroidery shit.

“So remind me: You’re here because you want to make a custom order, correct?” the man asks, settling behind the desk with a warm, customer-service smile and gesturing them to a few chairs to sit.

“Yes,” Nukunya confirms, looking more settled now that the conversation is about the part they practiced last night.

“For our wedding,” Masako says with unnecessary emphasis, because apparently she’s latched onto one lie with her teeth and refuses to let go. Kia salvages this declaration by making another round of exasperated eye contact with the salesman, who meets her exasperation with a smirk.

“Yes, that is what we provide here,” he says, still in that friendly customer-service voice. “I’m Aiden. Why don’t you tell me what you need?”

Masako glances over at Kia for confirmation before she reaches into one of her voluminous sleeves and retrieves a cloth-wrapped bundle. “We were told you could put us in touch with the person who made this,” she says as she unwraps it and spreads out the obi with Miyuki's message. “It’s exactly the style we’ve been looking for.”

“No other work will do,” Nukunya chimes in.

“Ah, the happy couple has exquisite taste,” Aiden says, examining the stitches. “A wonderful choice.” His smile goes smoothly sympathetic. “I’m afraid I don’t know who made it, though.”

Nukunya frowns. “Aren’t you the wholesaler?”

“I am,” Aiden confirms, too-easily, “but that doesn’t mean I work directly with the factory. They bring me work and I distribute it. That’s how wholesaling works.”

Kia resists the urge to roll her eyes. They fucking know how wholesaling works. “Would you be able to put us in touch with the factory, then?” she asks, cutting off Masako, who looks about three seconds from lighting the entire office on fire with all of them inside. “It’s very important that we be able to discuss the order directly with the embroiderer.”

Aiden makes a face that’s almost a wince. “Normally I could, but this” —they tap the obi— “comes from a very secretive group. I don’t even know where their workshop is, and if I did, I wouldn’t be able to tell you. It’s a condition of their contract.” He tips his head apologetically. “An extra-secret trade secret, if you will.”

“That seems... unusual,” Nukunya comments almost idly. It’s not a question, but the expectant way they finish the sentence invites an answer, the air itself suddenly too-empty and waiting for more words. Kia holds her breath and resists the urge to lean forward. Come on, come on.

“It is a bit strange,” Aiden admits, falling victim to the siren call of Nukunya’s not-question. “But they deliver great work, and I can’t argue with their methods when it brings in lovely people like yourselves.” He smiles and leans forward. “Perhaps I can show you some other samples, and you can see if anything strikes your fancy.”

Kia studies Aiden for a moment. He’s deliberately leading them away from asking about this hot new embroidery factory, but he’s selling it like he’s an uninvolved merchant doing his best to please customers. He’s great at it—if Kia didn’t have years of experience under her belt, she’d be taken in. As it is she’s allowing a ten percent chance that he doesn’t actually know he’s working with slavers, which means she won’t stab him until she absolutely has to.

“Well,” she starts, already three steps ahead—if he leaves the office to get samples, she can break into his desk and look for incriminating paperwork—when Masako gives a huge sniff, and then a shaky exhale, and then finally an actual sob.

“Masako?” Nukunya asks with no small amount of alarm. “What—are you—”

“It’s all going to be ruined,” Masako wails, tugging on Nukunya’s sleeve until they half-turn to her on the chair. “We’ve been trying to find the right work for our wedding for so long, and now we finally find it but we can’t order it, and—I thought—I thought—” Her voice cracks into another theatrical sob, and she mushes her face into Nukunya's chest.

Notably, she does this with her head turned toward Kia, with Nukunya a barrier between herself and Aiden, and there isn’t even a hint of tears in those big brown eyes. She gives Kia a smirk, sniffles loudly, and continues, “That man at the market said the people here would be able to help us, but no one cares, and now our wedding is going to be awful. I don’t understand why this is so ha-aa-aaaaard.”

“Shh,” Nukunya says, patting her back with only minor awkwardness. “Shh, dearest.” There’s only the slightest hesitation before the endearment—Kia’s impressed. “I’m sure Aiden cares.” They give Aiden a look communicating exactly how much he’d better fucking care, on pain of an unspecified but definitely real threat.

“Of course,” Aiden says, taken aback. “Of course, I want—please don’t cry.” He looks confused, worried, and deeply uncomfortable. What a perfect set-up. Kia makes a note to compliment Masako about it thoroughly later.

“Perhaps you could go get some of the samples you were talking about,” she suggests, leaning closer to be heard over Masako’s wailing. “She’s always been a bit... Prone to emotion, the sweet girl.” She sighs hugely and casts a long-suffering look at Masako. “Give her a moment to calm down and I’m sure she’ll listen to reason.”

The relief on Aiden’s face is almost a physical thing. “Yes,” he says, latching onto the suggestion like he’s drowning and needs to be pulled to shore. “Yes, of course, I’ll go do that.”

“And maybe a soothing tea as well,” Kia suggests as he almost runs for the door. “For all of us?”

Aiden gives Kia a grateful look. “Of course, thank you. I’ll be back in a moment.” The door swings shut behind him with the sweetest sound in the entire world—the click of a latch catching.

“Did that help?” Masako asks in a whisper, lifting her head out of Nukunya’s tunic. Her face is red but her eyes are dry, and she just bought them at least five minutes alone in this office. Kia could fucking kiss her.

“Keep crying,” Kia hisses, tabling the kissing for never.

“Everything’s terrible!” Masako wails immediately, facial expression barely changing. “This shouldn’t be so hard!”

“Perfect,” Kia whispers. The longer they can keep Aiden out of the room, the better, and there’s nothing quite like a sobbing customer to make a salesperson antsy. “Will you be able to do that and sense when he’s on his way back?”

Masako nods, having moved on to incoherent blubbering sobs.

“Perfect,” Kia whispers again. “You’re a fucking genius. Nukunya, with me.”

Together they circle the desk like wolves around an injured deer (or like rats around an abandoned pastry, which is what Kia’s more familiar with—she doesn’t deal with nature if she can help it). There’s no useful paperwork on the top and the only unlocked drawer contains writing supplies and a few thread color cards. (Part of Kia wants to examine the color cards, but she shoves that aside. They’re not here to shop.)

“Where do we start?” she asks Nukunya, flashing her lockpicks.

Nukunya regards the drawers for a moment. “Top right is the most used,” they say, pointing at the additional wear around the lock. “Probably where the sales ledgers are. Bottom left has been barely touched.” They blow lightly on the crack between the drawer face and the one above it, loosening a layer of dust. “I’d guess they’d put the illicit materials in there, if they’re in this desk at all, so it depends on what we’d find more useful.”

“Bottom left it is.” Kia crouches picks the lock in short order, the pins all well-maintained. (The sound of this is easily covered by Masako’s continued loud, fake emotions. Damn it’s nice to work with a team.)

The drawer contains a few battered-looking notebooks and the kind of detritus that builds up in an office over time but that the office-haver can’t quite bring themselves to throw away. There’s a chipped inkwell, a pile of extra wicks for oil lamps, and half a bottle of something that smells strongly of alcohol when Kia uncorks it and takes a sniff.

“Anything?” she asks Nukunya, who went directly for the notebooks and is flipping through one at speed.

“Nothing immediate,” they say without looking up. “Looks like notes about old, already-fulfilled orders.”

“Why would it be easy?” Kia asks the air, and slides her hand down the inside of the drawer until her fingers reach the bottom. She presses her other hand underneath the drawer. How much space between them? An inch? Less than an inch, probably, so not enough for a false drawer bottom. She moves to the top right and pops the lock with a bit of concentration.

“How we doing?” she asks Masako, still gently wailing with one hand pressed to the door.

“Nowhere near us,” Masako whispers, and then loudly whine-gasps a few times. “I should be able to feel him coming all the way down the hall.”

“Great,” Kia whispers back, already rifling through the contents of the newly-opened drawer with nimble fingers, careful not to disturb anything too much. There’s a likely-looking ledger, and she makes sure to note where it went when she pulls it out.

“Nukunya?” she whispers, sliding it along the desk in their direction. “What are these?”

Nukunya emerges from a book-trance, rubs their eyes, and focuses on the records Kia found. “These are shipping manifests,” they say after a moment, turning the page. “They detail the arrival of various textile supplies by boat.”

“The kind of textile supplies you’d need if you were running an illegal underground embroidery ring on slave labor?” Kia asks, perking up.

“Yes, but also if you were running any other kind of textile operation,” Nukunya says, irritatingly level-headed. Their eyes catch on something, and they tap the page with barely concealed urgency. “But if you were running an above-board textile operation, you probably wouldn’t run your ships through Docktown.”

Fuck. Yes. “Is there a location?” Kia asks, leaning in over Nukunya’s shoulder to peer at the page and trying not to get distracted by the freshly-appealing almond scent of their skin oil. It’s really good though, and she can't help inhaling subtly.

“Not for the Docktown warehouse, but I have one for their ‘official’ office on the pier.” Nukunya takes notes in quick, neat handwriting. Kia appreciates their hands a lot more now that she knows she's attracted to them.

“Anything else helpful?” Kia asks, forcing herself to stop sniffing and ogling her teammate and return to the drawer she was halfway through investigating.

“If I wanted to prosecute them for tax fraud, yes,” Nukunya says, not sighing but giving the impression of sighing anyway. “In terms of finding our missing people? No. This” —they tap the book Kia found— “is the best evidence so far.”

“Do you think they’ll be at the dock?” Masako asks from the door.

“Unlikely,” Nukunya says, flipping through a few more pages and then handing the ledger back to Kia.

“Wouldn’t be smart to keep them that near multiple escape routes,” Kia agrees, replacing the book where she found it and pulling out the next one. “Not with the laws here about press-ganging.” She glances sideways at Nukunya, admiring the way the light picks out the planes of their face. “If it was discovered they were doing this—”

“I don’t even think the magistrates would get a chance to prosecute,” Nukunya says, flipping through yet another accounting ledger. “The populace would tear them apart before it ever got that far.”

“I love Southport’s energy,” Kia says to the room at large, replacing her latest notebook in the drawer (it was all sketched embroidery designs).

“We take certain things very seriously here,” Nukunya says with a shrug.

“He’s coming!” Masako hisses suddenly, eyes wide and both hands pressed to the door.

“Back to it,” Kia says smoothly, snatching the ledger out of Nukunya’s hands and replacing it in the drawer. They straighten the contents of their respective drawers, and by the time she’s done re-locking both of them Masako is in her chair, face cradled to Nukunya’s bosom, and doing a very good impression of someone who has only recently managed to stop crying. There are even tears on her cheeks!

“I brought our finest samples,” Aiden says, settling a tray on the table with a teapot, several stacked cups, and some sort of cookies. “I’m sure we’ll be able to find something here that you’ll like, or I can take a lot of notes and pass them along to the factory.” He slides a draped stack of fabric off his arm and pours Masako a cup, offering her a hopeful smile.

Masako sniffles dramatically again and accepts the cup. “We’ll look,” she says with obvious reluctance, “but I can’t imagine there will be anything as perfect.”

“No harm in looking,” Kia agrees, and whips out the notebook she filled with her fake notes earlier. “I have some suggestions from our mother,” she tells Aiden with a bright smile. “Show us your samples and we can start from there.”

To his credit, Aiden barely blanches. “Yes,” he says, pouring another cup of tea. “That seems... good.”

Kia’s smile sharpens. Oh, she’s going to make this man regret his whole life.

She flips to the first page.
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“STRAIGHT TO THE DOCKS?” Nukunya asks, taking off and folding the capelet now that they're back in the carriage.

“Straight home,” Kia corrects, rolling out her neck with a series of cracks. “We should scope the office out first, get an idea of the lay of the land.”

“Tomorrow, then?” Masako asks, withdrawing a folding fan from her sleeve and making use of it. (The heat really rolled in while they were making Aiden's life hell.) “And then we can hit them tomorrow night?”

“Not tomorrow,” Kia says thoughtfully. “We might want to lay low for a day or two, maybe send someone else out there on our behalf. We’ve been pretty obvious as a team for a couple days. Don’t wanna get cocky.”

“They have my sister,” Masako snaps, hand clenching on her fan. “Every day that we waste is another day they keep her enslaved. I want this done.”

“I do too,” Kia says, somewhere between soothing and stern. “I want it done right the first time, so they don’t go to ground or have a chance to move everyone to a new, secret location, or decide they’re better off slitting everyone’s throats.” She pins Masako with a quelling stare. “When you rush, you get sloppy. When you get sloppy in something like this, people die.”

Masako flinches. Kia feels bad—she doesn’t like putting that look on people’s faces, especially not on faces as pretty as Masako’s—but she doesn’t regret it. It’s a lesson Kia’s learned the hard way, and if she can keep someone else from learning it like that, it’s worth ruffled feathers.

“We lay low,” Kia repeats. “Keep our ears to the ground, but it’ll be better if we all put in appearances in our regular lives, right? Couldn’t possibly be trying to track down a village’s worth of missing people, we’re far too busy at our shrines or auditing or—”

“Sightseeing?” Nukunya asks, arching an eyebrow.

“Exactly,” Kia says, spreading her arms with a grin. “I am but a humble visitor, here to see the sights and enjoy all the good food that Southport has to offer. That woman asking a lot of questions about embroidery? I’m sure I don’t know her! Maybe you’re thinking of another dark skinned woman with braided hair. There are a lot of us around here! It certainly isn’t me.”

Nukunya nods approvingly. “When do you want to meet next?”

“Two days.” Kia considers their options and adds, “Back at Sophia’s, I think. She’d kill us if we didn’t keep her looped in. Show up in the early evening?”

“I’ll see you there,” Nukunya promises.

Masako says nothing, lost in thought, and Kia prompts, “Masako?”

“Oh!” Masako startles visibly and refocuses. “What? Two days, yes. I’ll be there.”

“Contact me if you hear anything interesting in the meantime,” Kia orders, already thinking about staking out the docks. What she needs is an intelligence network...

“I will,” Masako says distantly, still thinking hard. Kia’s about to ask what’s on her mind when the carriage goes over a bump in the road and her stomach lurches. She fumbles for one of Lucían’s candies and pops it into her mouth, eyes on the window, and does her very best to think of nothing at all for the rest of the ride.
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Chapter 10
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KIA WAKES UP SLIGHTLY sweaty from the humid Southport air, and she kicks back the blankets to sprawl across her sheets. It’s a languid sprawl, the kind where you know you don’t have anywhere important to be, and after her recent late nights she takes the time to revel in it. They agreed: Today is a day to go about their normal business. She has plans; big plans. Plans for things like “doing all her laundry” and “taking a really long bath” and “spending an hour stretching all her tight muscles.” It might take up the whole day. Super important!

First, though...

It was warm enough when Kia got back to the inn last night that she didn’t bother putting anything on when she got into bed. She’s still naked now, which makes the blanketless stretching even more decadent, and makes it very easy to run her hands from her thighs slowly up over her tits and back down. That’s all she does for a little while, letting a different kind of heat build up in her bones, eyes half-shut and her mind drifting. She sucks her lower lip into her mouth, catching it between her teeth for a moment, convincing her brain that someone else is involved in this process.

Her brain, thankfully, is on board for this idea, and it translates the slow drag of her palms against her skin into the touch of a lover, someone who knows exactly what she likes and plans to give it to her. 

(She hasn’t had that specifically in so long. Kia’s not against a quick tumble—has had her share of them, in fact—but gods, she’s tired of explaining and negotiating and talking. She wants someone who can get her off without having to be walked through the process. She wants to get to that point with someone.)

Kia shakes off the bitter stab of loneliness and gets back to business, or, rather, her imagination-lover gets to business by cupping her tits and gently teasing her nipples. She has small breasts—barely a handful—but that’s fine with her, because it means she can go running without having to strap them down the way the Wall does. Also, anything they lack in size they make up for in sensitivity. Kia’s never come from nipple stimulation alone, but she thinks she might be able to if she ever had the patience to keep at it long enough instead of going straight for her clit as soon as she’s ready.

She doesn’t go straight for her clit, not yet. She plays with her tits for a bit, eyes shut so she can settle deeper into the fantasy of it being someone else’s hands, their callused fingers drawing slow circles around her nipples. The pleasure flows out over her skin like warm water poured from a pitcher, raising goosebumps in its wake and leaving her shivering with a thick, syrupy arousal. They don’t need to rush today, she and her faceless, imaginary lover. They can take their time.

One hand drifts toward her thighs, pausing to pet a gentle circle over her low belly while the other hand continues teasing her tits, warm and confident. Kia squirms a little under the dual touches. She imagines a smug smile curling up plush, dark lips, and a hand traveling down to play with the curls between her legs. The person stays there for a while, refusing to go any lower yet, pressed against Kia’s side in a banquet of soft curves and bare skin. Kia could make her keep going, she knows—usually that’s how she is in bed, a person who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to ask for it—but today this is what she’s in the mood for, so this is what her lover will provide.

Kia sighs and rolls her hips up, and gets a reward in the form of a careful brush against her clit. It’s hardly anything, except for how much she’s been wanting it, and it zings all the way up her spine and back down to center in her cunt. She’s wet now, she can feel it in the way the air hits her folds, she’s ready, but... They’re not rushing this morning, she and the person with the expert hands, so instead of working over her clit, the hand between her legs slides over to pet the inside of one thigh soothingly, then the other, and then cards through her pubic hair again. Every gentle touch ratchets Kia’s arousal higher, distracting her to the point that she realizes her free hand has been settled unmoving on her tit for several minutes. That’s... fine, actually. That hand can stay on the titty. Kia doesn’t need it for anything right now.

(Kia does spare a brief, longing thought for the custom-made glass cock she has in her luggage... somewhere. She’d have to get out of bed to find it, though, and she’s not willing to drop the fantasy long enough to do that. Hands are fine. Plenty of people who don’t have custom-made glass cocks get off using their hands every day! Kia's about to be one of them.)

Kia rolls her hips with more urgency this time, and imagines a low laugh in her ear as the woman—person—she’s imagining slides their hand down a little lower and finally, finally cups her cunt, fingers trailing through the wetness at her center and their palm pressed to Kia’s clit. It’s a relief so intense it punches through Kia’s whole body, her breath catching in her throat and a fire licking through her insides. She grinds against the hand a few times, stoking the fire until the friction becomes unpleasant, and with another of those imaginary laughs in her ear she smears her slick all over, coating her fingers thoroughly.

Much better.

Kia dips her fingers into her cunt absently, keeping up the lazy pace of the morning. Just a bit! Not too deep, not yet. She’s in the mood to be teased, and the imaginary woman curled up against her side with one pleasantly heavy leg tossed over Kia’s thigh is here to provide that teasing. The imaginary woman draws her hand up to Kia’s clit and traces excruciating circles around it, and when Kia starts rocking her hips with purpose, those fingers slide slowly, barely inside her entrance.

Rude, Kia says in her head to the imaginary woman she’s spent quite some time making up.

You like it, she pretends the imaginary woman says back, and also imagines the brush of full lips against her cheek and gleam of light off a dark, shaven head.

Kia cannot argue with the imaginary person, for multiple reasons, so she huffs, then shivers when the fingers trail up to her clit again for more of those slow, teasing circles. Sweat pools between Kia’s tits and on her temples to match the heat licking through her veins. She can feel her orgasm building up behind her navel, a slow climb she knows will lead to an inevitable explosion. Fuck, there’s just something to be said for really taking your time.

The imaginary person with the clever hands keeps up the slow tease for a long time, playing with Kia’s clit until she’s panting and clenching on nothing. She’s squirming, hissing between her teeth and shivering head-to-toe when she finally, finally decides to take pity on herself, and the imaginary woman (Kia) pushes three fingers into her cunt with no prep or hesitation. She’s so wet and ready that it takes barely any effort to get knuckle-deep, and Kia moans into her free hand (the walls of this inn are not particularly thick). When she squeezes it writes stars on the insides of her eyelids, and Kia moans again.

Told you you liked it, the imaginary woman says in her ear, right before she starts fingerfucking Kia to within an inch of her life. She keeps the heel of her hand pressed hard to Kia’s clit and pumps her fingers in and out like there’s an award at stake. Kia very much considers herself to be the recipient of said award approximately five strokes later when she clamps down on her fingers with every muscle in her body, swears violently in Lengua and Dhoo Jonam, and comes like a fucking carriage crash. It rattles through her in peaks and waves, on and on until she can’t come any more, and when she collapses she’s entirely, absolutely wiped.

Fuck yeah, Kia thinks hazily, not clear on where any of her limbs are as she pants up at the ceiling. She really needed that, with the stress of the last several weeks and how she’s spending all her time with two very attractive people without getting to make out with either of them. She doesn’t need other people to get off, not when she has a very skilled hand and an imaginary lover...

An imaginary lover who Kia slowly realizes was absolutely switching between Fake Masako and Fake Nukunya. Fuck. Shit. Dammit. Kia thumps her head into her pillow with an annoyed huff. This is not okay. She cannot keep making her professional companions into imaginary sex partners if she expects to be able to work with them professionally! She can work with someone she’s currently fucking and she can work with someone she doesn’t want to fuck, but the middle ground is excruciating. There are few things as maddening as watching someone while they’re engrossed in a difficult problem, wanting to lick their neck, and knowing that you absolutely can’t lick their neck. It's bad!

Kia considers berating herself some more, but it was a truly excellent orgasm and she a) doesn’t have the energy to get really mad about it and b) thinks it would be counterproductive to undo the relaxation she’s managed to achieve, so she gives herself a few more exasperated mental kicks and then clambers out of bed. She has laundry to do.
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IT’S A PLEASANTLY BORING day, all told. Kia spends a good chunk of the morning scrubbing everything she owns in the communal laundry facilities. The humidity boils off as the sun rises, so by the time she pins everything up it’s in a sun-drenched, absolutely baking courtyard. She takes her turn in the public baths down the street while everything dries, scraping off what feels like a week’s worth of sweat and then alternating between the hottest pool and the coldest one until every single one of her muscles has let go of every single bit of tension it’s ever held. When she’s done with that her clothes are dry, which means she spends some time folding them and (mostly) putting them away, which is also a good opportunity to gather up all the knives that have migrated their way onto every surface in her room. She eats some excellent sambusas from a food stall nearby that taste like her childhood and buys some more hair oil and updates her notes.

There was a time in Kia’s life where all of that would seem immensely boring, but now she’s old (ish) and taking a day to catch up on the small, practical things is an opportunity to be savored. She feels better—more centered—and also found her favorite whittling knife, which had fallen down between the headboard of the bed and the wall. No complaints!

The Guild needs to be updated on her progress (such as it is), so Kia’s twenty minutes deep into a heavily ciphered message and trying to remember the difference between this cipher and the one she used for the last message when a commotion from downstairs intrudes on her concentration. Raised voices? And then thumping footsteps on the stairs.

Someone’s in a hurry, Kia thinks, squinting at her cipher key (which is also ciphered, just in case someone steals the key). Immediately after she has this thought someone tries to open her door, which fails because it’s locked—of course—and that sound is followed by a loud, heavy thump! as though someone approached the door at speed and then discovered it was locked too late to stop themselves from smashing into it.

“And that’s why we lock the door, niño,” Kia says out loud to the empty room.

“Kni—Kara,” says a muffled, panicked, familiar voice, accompanied by frantic knocking. “Please be here, let me in, please let me in.”

Kia practically teleports to the door, undoing the latch and yanking it open so quickly Masako staggers into Kia’s arms. This is a lot of physical contact with a lot of woman after the morning’s activities, and Kia’s libido has opinions about it that the rest of her firmly shouts down.

“What happened?” she asks, hauling Masako inside and kicking the door shut.

“They came,” Masako gasps, sweaty and pale and trembling, hands clamped onto Kia’s biceps so hard it hurts. “I went—they found me, Knife, they know.”

A frisson of cold anxiety goes down Kia’s spine. “Who knows what?”

“I’m sorry,” Masako says instead of answering, eyes wide with clear panic. “I’m sorry, I fucked it up, I fucked it all up—”

“Hey,” Kia interrupts, giving Masako a firm shake. Whatever happened is bad enough to make Masako swear, which is deeply worrisome, but both of them freaking out won’t help anything. “Breathe. Deep breaths.”

Masako does her best to obey, the air catching on the way in like cloth on thorns. Kia gently shoves her to sit at the table, then pours her a cup of water. Masako chugs it like a new Guild member intending to get very drunk at their initiation party and sets it on the table with a rattle. She’s carrying a satchel, Kia realizes suddenly, one that looks misshapen and haphazardly packed. It’s not every day that a satchel acts as a portent of doom, but Kia has a strong feeling that’s what this one represents.

“Two more deep breaths,” Kia tells her, one hand rubbing heavily and soothingly across her shoulders. “Then start at the beginning and tell me what happened.”

Masako shuts her eyes and manages two deep inhales and slow exhales, the way Lucían breathes when he’s meditating. She presses her hands to the table. The trembling drips away as a horrible tension creeps in, and Kia has a sudden awful premonition that she knows exactly where this is going to go.

“I went to the docks,” Masako says to the table, confirming Kia’s instincts, fuck. “I know you said not to, but I thought—I thought I could at least go down and look, not even ask any questions. I just.” Her hands clench into fists, knuckles going pale. “I thought I could help.”

“Okay,” Kia says, voice even, continuing to pet Masako’s shoulders while she mentally runs through contingency plans. “Then what?”

Masako buries her face in her hands with a long, annoyed sigh. “I got lost,” she says with no small amount of embarrassment. “So I had to ask some questions just to get where I was going, and if you ask questions you can’t keep a hood up the whole time or no one trusts you enough to answer, and I—I ran into Aiden.”

Kia’s hand stutters for a moment in its movement, and Masako flinches. “I know,” she says, half-crying. “I know, he recognized me, I know I fucked it up, but I thought I played it off? I told him I wanted to look at some raw materials before I made an order, and that’s why I was down there and he—he seemed to believe me, but I couldn’t keep looking around after that so I went home to the shrine.” She takes a long, horrible breath, scrubbing at her eyes. “But they found me.”

Kia’s fingers clench on Masako’s shoulder without her say-so, a dozen scenarios playing out behind her eyes. “They came to the shrine?”

“They followed me there,” Masako says, voice shaking. “They followed me home. They know who I am, they know where I live. My kami—I got some warning before they came into the grounds, but I couldn’t let them catch me in the shrine, Knife! They—they might have burned it, or hurt the worshipers.”

“You did the right thing by leaving,” Kia assures her, forcing her hand into motion again. “They’ll probably ask some questions around the place, but their whole thing is subtlety. Burning down a shrine isn’t subtle.” There’s a question she has to ask and she doesn’t like knowing how it’s going to make Masako feel. “Did they follow you?”

“I don’t think so?” Masako says with a fresh swell of panic, whipping around to look at Kia. “I didn’t feel them on my way here, but that doesn’t—” Her voice cuts off, eyes going distant and her head cocked. All the color drains from her face, and Kia has her answer.

“They’re here,” Kia says, going for her bags and shoving clothes and knives inside (thank the gods she just cleaned and almost everything is in neat piles).

“They’re here,” Masako confirms. “Fuck. They’re here. I’m so sorry, Knife.”

“It happens.” That’s all the clothing, but she sure hadn’t organized her toiletries. She just bought that hair oil! “Can you jam the door and buy us some time?”

“Yes,” Masako tosses over her shoulder, already darting to the door. She presses her hands against it and her power swells in the room. The door also swells in its frame, wedging itself into place with an audible creak. “What else can I do?”

“Tell me when they hit the entrance to the inn,” Kia says almost absently, rolling up her various bottles and pots in one of the leather strips she usually uses for packing her knives and cramming the whole thing in a bag. “We have to assume they’ll have all the regular exits covered.”

“Then where do we go?” Masako asks urgently, which is a great fucking question. Kia slings on her backpack, considering their options, and winces.

“What do you know,” she starts, hating every word of the question coming out of her mouth, “about the sewer systems in this city?”

“Why do you—oh, no.” Masako looks horrified, which is the right way to feel about the prospect of going into a sewer.

“I don’t like it either,” Kia points out, slipping knives into any empty sheath at hand. “And if you ever tell anyone from my Guild I was willingly considering a sewer-based escape I will cut off all your toes and wear them as a necklace. What do you know?”

“They drain in the opposite direction of the river,” Masako says after a moment. “Keeps the water clean. It’s a big selling point for the city.”

That is a great selling point, actually, but it’s not particularly helpful. “Have you ever seen them?” Kia asks, mildly exasperated. “Do you have any idea if they’re, for example, large enough for an adult human to walk upright?”

Masako frowns, one hand still pressed absently to the door. “I think they must be, since there are people who have to go down there and unclog things when it gets backed up,” she says after a moment. “There was a whole stink about it a couple years ago when it turned out a tree was growing down there, no pun intended.”

“Solid pun, though,” Kia points out, because it deserves acknowledgment. She mentally runs through the layout of the inn and the laundry facilities she used earlier. There was a big drain grate in the middle of the courtyard for the spent water, wasn’t there? Nothing smelled like sewage so it might not connect directly, but it has to go somewhere, and it probably doesn’t contain people who want to ask them pointed questions at the end of a blade. That’s enough for Kia!

Unfortunately for Kia (and Masako, by association) the courtyard is on the opposite side of the building from her room. Maybe they can get down there quickly enough and make their escape before—

“They’re here,” Masako says, shooting upright, eyes distant but pupils sharp.

Fuck.

“How many?” Kia asks, calculating the best route to the courtyard. They just need to get down there without being seen, best case scenario.

“Four. No, five.” Masako frowns and shuts her eyes, looking like she’s listening very intently. “Five whose energy I recognize, at least, but there might be more I haven’t seen before.”

“Where?” Five isn’t awful, especially if Kia can split the group up so she doesn’t have to take them on all at once.

“Coming in the main entrance, I think,” Masako says distantly, eyes still closed. “We have maybe a minute before they come up the stairs.”

So if they move quickly enough... “We’re going out the window,” Kia decides out loud. “How wedged is that door?”

“They’ll need to break it down,” Masako says with pride, and then her eyes snap open. “The window?”

“It’s fine,” Kia says, throwing open the shutters. “I do it all the time.” She scans the roofline for obstacles, then flings herself back inside, barely avoiding the strike of a club. She feels the fucking wind on her nose as it sweeps by, and she slams the shutters shut immediately. Whoops!

“What the fuck?” Masako asks, halfway between the window and the door with both hands raised and ready.

“We have a complication!” Kia snaps, waiting until she hears a creak outside the window and then shoving the shutters open again with all her weight behind them. It gets her a heavy impact and a violent curse, but unfortunately doesn’t knock the man outside off the roof and two stories down to the street. Tragic.

“We don’t have to do this the hard way,” the man says, brandishing his club again.

“We really do,” Kia says, and she grabs him by the club and yanks. He instinctively tightens his grip, which is usually what happens when someone tries to steal your weapon, but what this means in the present is that Kia manages to drag him through the window.

“Whaaaaa—” he half-yelps, off-balance and surprised. Kia adds to both the lack of balance and the surprise by kicking him in the back of the knee, using her grip on the club to drive him at the floor. He impacts with a thump and a loud exhale, immediately trying to scramble back to his feet, so Kia punches him sharply in the back of the neck. Every one of his limbs goes limp. His grip on the club fails and Kia flings it across the room, whipping out a knife before he manages to get his arms working again.

“Do you want to let me tie you up and leave you alive?” she asks cheerfully. “Or do you want to get your throat slit right now?”

“Window!” Masako yelps before the man can respond, whipping her hands through the air in a sudden surge of power. The second man, who had one leg through into the room, flails wildly for a moment as the windowsill itself tries to buck him off like an irritated horse.

“Fucking shit,” he snarls, flinging himself to the floor before he can get launched back outside (alas). “They didn’t fucking say she had magic.”

The man on the floor takes advantage of Kia’s momentary distraction to roll over and swipe at her, adding a kick when she dodges his punch. Neither connects, but she has to step back in order to avoid the kick, which gives him a chance to shove back up to his feet. Kia realizes she’s about to get flanked between the two of them, which is never a good place to be, and she backs up until her ass bumps the table.

Okay. So. Two men, one who used to have a club and is now unarmed—oh, wait, no, he’s drawn a knife, he has a knife now—and one who still has a club. The clubs are... sort of a good sign, she thinks. It’s much easier to die of a blow to the head than most people think, but a club still isn’t the weapon that you go to first when your priority is murder.

The knife admittedly takes things in a much more murder-forward direction, but... Well.

Kia’s been at this for over a decade, and these men haven’t. If any murders happen today, she’ll be the one to commit them.

So.

Kia flips her knife in the air with a little more pizzazz than necessary, giving the men a lazy, confident grin. Bet you can’t take me, the grin says, just as much of a dare as her smaller stature and the lack of other immediately visible weapons. The man with the club takes the bait, running at her with a heavy swing, which she avoids by leaping neatly up onto the table. The momentum pulls him into a turn, one he fails to correct out of, and Kia takes the excellent opportunity she’s created for herself to kick him hard in the head.

The sound the man makes when he hits the ground unconscious is somewhere between a sack of potatoes dropped from a height and the noise a large, elderly dog makes when it lies down, a THUMP! and an OOF! both together. He doesn’t try to get up again. Kia spares a moment to hope he’s still breathing (see previous statement about how easy it is to die from head trauma), but most of her attention is on the man with the knife, who is not pleased with her choices.

“You fucking—” he snarls, darting in at her legs blade-first, and he’s much better at this than his unconscious companion, because Kia can’t get a good kick at him without getting one of her shins stabbed. Deciding to avoid the entire issue, she springs off the table to the back and flips it at him with both hands and as much power as she can manage. It impacts with a crack—could be wood, could be bone—and the man swears loudly. Kia kicks the table for good measure, driving it further into him and leaving him staggering backwards. He unfortunately does not trip over the fallen body of his companion. He does, however, trip over the suddenly swollen floorboard that Masako summons with a wave of her hands, and ends up flattened by the table thanks to a convenient gust of kami-led wind.

“Thanks for chipping in,” Kia says admiringly, stomping on the man’s weapon hand and stealing his knife.

“Dou itashimashite,” Masako pants with wide eyes, and then shakes her head and translates, “You’re welcome.”

Someone (or several someones) hits their jammed door with a resounding BOOM! Masako’s magic holds, thankfully, but the door shakes in the frame, wood squealing in protest.

“Fuck!” Masako says with feeling, whipping around to look at the door. “I didn’t feel them coming—”

“It’s fine,” Kia interrupts, diving across the room to grab her by the wrist. “We’re going.”

“We will hunt you to the—oof!” the man on the floor starts, voice breaking badly in the middle of his threat as Kia runs across the upside-down table, followed by a second, louder, “oof!” as Masako follows. Two grown women stomping a table into your ribcage would silence most people, Kia figures, and then they’re outside on the roof with a whole new set of challenges, the most pressing of which is balance.

“This way.” Kia heads to the left, where there’s a chimney they can use to get up on the top gable of the roof. 

“A moment,” Masako says distantly, planting her feet lopsidedly to brace against the angle of the roof. She gestures and a sudden breeze in the shape of a crane (Kia can't see it, but she can feel that what she can’t see should be crane-shaped—it’s a real mindfuck) slams the shutters shut. Masako takes a deep breath and clenches her fist. A deer-shaped, barely-visible shadow pushes against the shutters like it’s trying to hold them closed. It’s a useless effort: the deer is too insubstantial to do anything.

Not at first, anyway.

The deer-shape disappears, and the wood swells visibly, wedging itself into the window frame so hard Kia hears the creak. Fucking branches suddenly grow from what was previously dead wood, weaving the shutters together into one fused mass. If anyone inside wants to get out, they’ll have to cut their way through.

“Huh,” Kia says, blinking.

In the silence that follows, a single leaf unfurls on the tip of a branch. It flutters in the breeze, unaware that it is an impossibility.

“I thought it would help,” Masako says, clutching Kia's shoulder for balance as she catches her breath.

“I fucking love working with mages,” Kia announces. Gods, she wishes they had time to really appreciate Masako’s brilliant work, but they don’t, and Kia drags her toward the chimney.

“Up,” she orders, shoving Masako at the craggy, half-stepped stonework.

“What?” Masako looks confused, which is understandable, but they don’t have time, which is why Kia shoves her again and orders, “Climb the fucking chimney!” Nanezzi save her from people who ask questions during daring escapes!

To her credit, Masako starts climbing without further delay. “Why up, though?” she asks, shoving her booted foot into a crack and levering herself higher. “Up isn’t away.”

“It will be,” Kia promises, making sure Masako has safe grips before scrambling up after her. “It’s sort of a multi-stage escape plan,” she admits when they’re both on the highest roof. The drain in the laundry yard is their best bet for getting away undetected—if these fuckers are smart (and it’s better to assume they are) they’ll have people watching all the conventional exits. (Kia considers the roof a conventional exit, though she knows that isn’t a universal opinion. Better to assume the roof is being watched, though, see previous point about assuming these fuckers are smart.)

“How many stages?” Masako asks, looking like she’d rather be anywhere but the top gable of an inn roof, which makes two of them. “And where are we going?”

Kia does some mental math. “Two to start, with potentially more stages to come once we get there.” She scrambles down toward the courtyard, fast but cautious. Falls from this height are technically survivable but she sure as fuck doesn’t want to test the technicality.

“And where is ‘there,’ precisely?” Masako asks in an unsteady voice, following Kia down with less speed but just as much care.

Kia comes to the edge of the roof and points. Masako follows the line of her finger down two more stories to the courtyard with the laundry lines, scrubbing basins, and large metal drain grate that will hopefully be their salvation. They stand in absolute silence for a moment.

“Fuck you,” Masako says, a blank sort of terror behind the words.

“Ask me nicely,” Kia says reflexively.

“What?” Masako asks.

“What?” Kia asks.

“We’re going in the sewer?” Masako asks, her voice higher-pitched.

“Why do you think I asked you about them earlier?” Kia asks, starting to climb the chimney down to the lower rooftop.

Masako stands frozen for a moment. “Oh,” she says, then shakes herself and hurries to follow Kia down. “You did, didn’t you? I forgot, with all the stabbing.”

“Technically no one’s been stabbed yet,” Kia points out helpfully. “It’s all been bludgeoning.”

“Is this really the time?” Masako lands on the tiles next to Kia, hand pressed to the wall, and her gaze anywhere but on the ground far below them.

“I like to be accurate,” Kia says blithely, also not looking at the ground far below them, both because she’s watching for more attackers and because Masako looks good, red-faced and sweating and breathing hard. Yes, she’s red-faced and sweating and breathing hard for absolutely non-sexy reasons, but tell Kia’s libido that.

This is not the time, Kia attempts to tell her libido.

It could be the time, her libido argues uselessly, and Kia gives up. She’ll just be inappropriately horny.

“If we get to the far end of the roof there’s a coiled chain for escaping in case of fire,” Kia says, already moving in that direction and silently thanking the magistrates of this town for having effective fire-safety laws. (She’s seen the result of lax fire-safety laws, and may have been instrumental in causing new ones to be written at knifepoint.) “That’ll get us down to the courtyard, so if we hurry—”

A crash echoes from the other side of the building, followed by indistinct yelling. Fuck.

“That sounds bad,” Masako says, voice gone all the way through terrified and out the other side to a horrible calm.

“It’s not great,” Kia admits, eyeing the distance to the ground. The whole point of the grate was getting out without anyone seeing them! If they escape in full fucking view of their pursuers, that’s not an escape, it’s just extending the chase. Kia could make that work on her own, but with Masako? This isn’t her world! She’s supposed to be making offerings and listening to prayers, not running for her life from men with clubs and knives.

Kia sighs internally and sets her jaw. If she wants to get Masako out of here unharmed, she’s going to have to murder a fuckload of people and deal with the consequences. (Legal and emotional. Kia bids her recent string of nightmare-free months a sad goodbye.)

“I’ll take care of them,” she says, turning to face the sounds of their pursuers. “You get down to the courtyard. I’ll come find you after—”

“Jump,” Masako says, still in that unnatural calm.

“What?” 

“Jump,” Masako says again, suddenly right next to Kia. She grabs Kia’s hand and suits words to action, leaping off the fucking roof and dragging Kia along with her.

“The fuck is wrong with you?” Kia half-screams, the wind whipping through her braids as the courtyard rushes up to meet them.

The courtyard from two full stories below. 

The stone courtyard.

Kia’s never had a fear of heights, but she might be about to start.

I need to absorb as much momentum with my legs as possible and then roll, she reminds herself as time slows. Yes, I’ll break both my ankles, but that’s better than dying. She braces herself, then un-braces herself, because the bracing is about to be very counterproductive. The ground is... a lot closer than it was a second ago, and fuck, she really, really wants to brace for the impact, has to force herself through sheer willpower to unlock her knees and get ready for the very hard landing, and...

The ground, while definitely closer, isn’t as close as it should be. Kia doesn’t make a habit of jumping off second-story roofs unless there’s a large haystack conveniently nearby to land in, but she’s pretty sure they should have hit by now. The wind is so strong her eyes are watering and her braids are tangling, but in spite of that they don’t seem to be going anywhere very quickly?

It takes Kia longer than she’d like to admit to put it all together, but in her defense, she just jumped off a roof. She turns to look at Masako, their hands still tightly intertwined, and finds her eyes half-shut in concentration, free hand flung out toward the windstorm below them. Now that she’s paying attention she can feel the pressure of Masako’s power on her skin, uncomfortably close and tight. If Masako’s magic usually feels like a caress, this is like the grip of a fist. Kia can feel it in the back of her skull and in her sinuses, and she has to fight the urge to push herself away from the discomfort.

It feels like a full five minutes later when their feet touch gently down to the storm-scoured cobblestones of the courtyard, but it was probably more like five seconds. The washing lines lash in the last vestiges of Masako’s tempest, a few errant shirts flapping valiantly before succumbing to the inevitable and firing off in search of something solid to plaster themselves against. The wind drops to nothing and they pant in the utter, screaming silence.

Never going anywhere without a mage again, Kia thinks, trembling all the way down to her toes.

“I’m really glad that worked,” Masako says, swaying on her feet.

“For sure,” Kia agrees, and then processes the words. “Wait, you didn’t know that would fucking work?!”

“Never tried it with two people before,” Masako manages, blinking hard and looking lost around the eyes.

“I am going to yell at you about that a lot more later,” Kia promises, dragging Masako toward the drain grate. Right now they need to get the fuck away before Masako passes out, and Kia pries the grate open with a horrible creaking sound. She can’t see the bottom, which is bad, but she can hear running water, which is good.

Probably.

“Can you tell if we’re going to immediately drown down there?” she asks Masako, yanking a length of rope out of her bag and tying one end of it to the iron bars. It’ll be a clue to their whereabouts, unfortunately, but with any luck no one will spot it. What kind of fool escapes down the drain?

This kind, Kia thinks despairingly, dropping the other end of the rope into the hole.

“I don’t think so,” Masako says, forcing her eyes to focus with what looks like a real effort. She cocks her head and listens to nothing. “Crane can feel a lot of air, maybe a tunnel?”

“Good enough for me,” Kia says grimly, the clattering of feet on tiles coming inexorably closer. “Can you do your jumping thing again?”

“Not with both of us,” Masako says, equally grim. “Not if I might need to swim when we get down there.”

Makes sense. “You go down first,” Kia orders. “I’ll take the rope down right after you.” Masako opens her mouth and Kia cuts her off with, “This is not negotiable, we need to go.”

Masako shuts her mouth with a snap, eyes the dark drop with deep suspicion, and jumps without further argument, thank fuck. Kia climbs in, bracing her legs against the slightly mossy walls in a center split (she's gonna feel and regret that later) and pulls the grate closed above her with another horrible creak. She offers a prayer to Nanezzi that she’ll actually live to regret this before taking hold of the rope and following Masako into the darkness.

The shaft goes down for a while, long enough that Kia has concerns about whether her rope will reach the bottom. After a bit longer the walls open up around her into a proper tunnel, which still feels oppressive but slightly less oppressive than the claustrophobic air of the shaft.

“Knife?” Masako calls, barely audible over the trickle of water.

“It’s me,” Kia calls back, a wild swell of relief boiling up from her belly and leaving her almost dizzy. “How deep is it?” The humidity in the air presses on her skin with cool fingers, immensely refreshing after the heat of the day and the stress of the chase. It doesn’t even smell that foul, actually, mostly like mud and algae. Is there an entirely separate sewer system for the actual waste?

“Not terribly,” Masako answers. “I mean, I’m up to my calves and I don’t know if my boots will ever be the same, but it could be a lot worse.”

“Truer fucking words,” Kia mutters, letting herself down hand-over-hand until she also ends up calf-deep in water that immediately and enthusiastically flows into her boots. Ugh, wet feet.

Distant yells and footfalls echo down the shaft and they both freeze. They’re away, but they’re not away away, and Kia does not relish the idea of fighting in these tunnels in the slightest.

“Please pray to any of your gods that will listen that they don’t notice the rope,” she whispers to Masako.

Masako inhales sharply and her cool fingers touch Kia’s shoulder first, then skitter down her arm toward her hands. “What’s it made of?”

“Hemp.” Kia doesn’t see why that's important, but Masako makes a small pleased sound and settles her hand on the rope just above Kia’s. The cool tunnel air coils around Kia—Masako’s casting magic, but what for?—and she almost staggers when the tension on the rope suddenly disappears. It slithers over their joined hands, dripping long coils of hemp in messy loops before the loose end of it splashes into the water.

“The fuck?” Kia whispers into the darkness.

“Deer can control plants,” Masako says with a deep, smug pride, which she promptly follows up by collapsing into Kia’s arms. Her head lolls against Kia’s shoulder, her breaths shallow, and Kia stands in the dark with wet boots and an armload of woman and a bunch of people thirty feet up that want to kill her.

She sighs.

Sounds about right.
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Chapter 11
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FORTUNATELY FOR KIA, the pitch blackness of the wastewater tunnel (if she refuses to call it a sewer she can pretend there won’t be any sewage) isn’t quite as pitch-black as it first seemed. The shaft they escaped down lets in a patch of light, and as her eyes adjust she can see more dim glows in the distance that must be other drainage shafts. It softens the blackness of the tunnel enough that Kia spots the raised sidewalks on either side of the water, and subsequently finds a slime-slick staircase leading up to said sidewalk. The sidewalk is damp but clean enough that she doesn’t feel too bad about laying an unconscious Masako down on it. Kia drops her bags, sits down with a groan, and dumps the water out of her boots.

Okay.

So.

This wasn’t where she thought the day would go, on both a physical and an emotional level, and until Masako wakes back up, all she can do is plan. Kia pulls off her socks and wrings them out, grumbling internally.

Bad news: The kidnappers definitely know someone’s on to them, which is... not great. (It fucking sucks, actually, but Kia’s trying to be optimistic.)

Further bad news: The kidnappers know Masako’s face and real name. They know where she lives, and where her shrine is, and they’ve probably set a watch on her neighborhood. That’s also not great. (Fucking sucks.)

Worse news: The kidnappers know Kia’s face now, which means subtle investigations just got much, much harder. (Yes, she can do disguises, but they’re time consuming, annoying, and not foolproof.) More worse news: The kidnappers just absolutely fucked over her inn, and Kia has to assume they will do the same to any other inn within an hour’s walk of Docktown. She needs to go underground (hah!) and stay that way.

Good news? The kidnappers don’t know Nukunya’s real name, even if they’ve seen Nukunya’s face, so they should be safe enough for the moment.

Bad news (again): She can’t trust that Nukunya will stay safe, not when the three of them have been seen together. As soon as she gets out of this tunnel she needs to send them a warning.

Another piece of bad news: Kia has no fucking idea how to get out of this tunnel.

That, at least, she can has the skills to address, and she coils up her soaking wet rope (carefully not thinking about why it’s wet or what it might be wet with) to tie a collapsible grappling hook to the end. Trying to throw the thing thirty feet straight up to catch on another drainage grate will probably be an exercise in frustration, but she doesn’t want to rely on wandering in the mostly-dark trying to find a ladder.

The mostly-dark is another thing she can address. It takes a little digging and the practiced application of her firestarter to light it, but she has a collapsible reflecting lantern for exactly this kind of situation. (Clandestine missions in the dark, not being in sew—wastewater tunnels, though unfortunately in Kia's experience there's a fair bit of overlap between the two.) The candle—unaware of the terrible situation it’s in—burns merrily, playing golden over Masako’s unconscious face. 

“It would be really great if you’d wake up so we can get out of this fucking sewer,” Kia tells her, irrationally annoyed at having to be awake and responsible. Kia isn’t entirely unsympathetic to Masako’s magically-induced exhaustion—every mage she’s ever met passes out if they go too hard, except for the necromancer that one time—but it isn’t fun sitting here with wet feet in the light of a single candle and trying to figure out where to go next in a city she doesn’t even fucking live in. Masako is the one that lives here! Masako is the one that might have suggestions for where they can regroup! And yet here they are, underground and hunted, and Kia gets to make all the decisions yet fucking again.

“Uuuuunh,” Masako groans. She rubs her eyes, grimacing the whole time, and makes another pained sound.

“Thanks for joining the party again,” Kia says, drying off the knives that were tucked into her boots. Should she oil them again now or if it can wait until they’re out of the tunnels? “Hard to plan our escape by myself.”

“We made it?” Masako asks blearily, squinting through her fingers at Kia.

“Define ‘it,’” Kia says archly, deciding against the oiling and putting the knives away. “We made it down into the tunnels without being followed, but we haven't exactly escaped, since now we’re—” She waves a hand, the movement sharp. “So we get to deal with that now.” A pause. Kia forces herself to take a deep breath and only minorly regrets it (it doesn’t smell that bad down here). “How are you feeling?”

“Like I drank way too much sake and now my ancestors are disappointed in me and taking it out on my skull,” Masako says, hissing as she sits up. “Do you have anything to drink?” She pauses. “Anything safe to drink?”

Kia wordlessly hands over a waterskin, filled that morning just in case she had to leave the inn quickly. Hooray for her forward planning. She watches Masako take a swig, keeping her hands folded in her lap and her spine straight. “Better?” she asks as Masako wipes her mouth, not letting herself be distracted by those plush, wet lips.

“Much,” Masako says, taking another sip and handing it back with a grateful nod.

“Good,” Kia says, ignoring the waterskin, a swarm of bees crawling furiously under her skin. “Then maybe you can tell me just what the fuck you were thinking.”

Masako flinches. Good. A backlog of anger makes Kia's teeth ache and her heart pound, and it’s gonna get vented.

“I told you,” she continues, voice cold and hard, “I told you not to go there on your own. I told you why. This?” Kia waves at hand at the tunnel. “This is fucking why! And you still! Went there!”

“I know,” Masako whispers, curling in on herself. “I know, I’m sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t fix things!” Kia snarls. “We are fucked, and we’re underground, and my boots are wet, and I want to know why you thought it was a good idea to go against my clearly stated decision! That you agreed to!”

“Because I thought I could help!” Masako snaps, clenching her hands into fists. “I thought I could come to our next meeting with useful information, that would let us move forward more quickly, and get my sister out of there!”

“How did that work out for you?” Kia sneers, knowing she’s being cruel and unable to stop it. “Seems to me like you managed the exact opposite.”

“I know!” Masako yells, loud enough that Kia goes silent out of sheer surprise, leaving the words echoing off the walls of the tunnel. Masako takes a deep, shuddering breath and wipes her eyes on her sleeves. “I know,” she says again, quieter. “I know I ruined it, and that it’s my fault. I don’t know what else you want me to say.” Another breath. “I just... I wanted to find my sister.”

Kia shuts her eyes and counts her inhale and exhale for ten seconds each. “I understand that,” she says, trying for kind and coming out clipped, “but what you did makes that harder for all of us.”

Masako’s breath catches on a sob, and Kia opens her eyes knowing what she’ll see. Yep. That’s Masako’s lovely face all crumpled in grief, and her dark eyes wet with tears. She sighs internally. She doesn’t regret anything she said, not really, but...

“Hey,” she says gently, scooting closer and wrapping an arm around Masako’s shaking shoulders. “I’m sorry I yelled. I know you feel bad.”

“They’ve had her for so long,” Masako gets out between muffled, painful sobs. “I hate knowing she’s there. I hate knowing she’s waiting.” She leans into Kia’s embrace for the second time in the last hour, which Kia refuses to enjoy for any reason. She made her cry, for fuckssake. Masako being willing to accept comfort from the same woman that made her cry means nothing.

“That really sucks,” she agrees, getting both arms involved for a proper hug. “I am sorry they have your sister. I know you’re worried... but.” She makes her voice firm, tips Masako’s head up with a knuckle under her chin. “You getting yourself dead helps no one, least of all your sister.”

Masako blinks, a tear escaping her eye to track down her face. “Oh,” she whispers, gutted. “Oh, I didn’t...”

“Yeah,” Kia says pointedly. “Like, I’m not trying to be an asshole...” She makes a face and amends that to, “Okay, sometimes I’m definitely trying to be an asshole, but when I say, ‘we should lay low for a couple of days,’ I’m not trying to be an asshole who’s preventing you from looking for your sister. I’m making that call because this is what I do. I have experience, Masako, and you don’t.”

“I have experience,” Masako mutters to herself.

“Not in this,” Kia insists. “Would you let me walk into your shrine off the street and start running services? Pretty sure it’s mostly bowing, right?”

The look Masako gives her is so horrified that Kia startles herself with a belly laugh. “Oh, is there more to it than bowing?” she teases, delighted. “Maybe I’ll need to chant, too?”

“You’ve made your point,” Masako says, long-suffering. She wipes her cheeks again and peeks at Kia sidelong. “Please tell me I haven’t been as bad as that.”

“Not until today,” Kia says truthfully. If she isn’t honest Masako won’t learn from her mistakes. “I’ve been glad to work with you so far,” she adds in a further fit of honesty. “You can do a lot of shit that I can’t, which is basically the foundation of teamwork, and...” Oh, fuck, she’s going to say it out loud, isn’t she? “I’m used to working on my own, but it’s fucking lonely, actually. It’s been nice to do this with someone.”

“Up until today?” Masako asks with a wry twist to her mouth.

“You leading a bunch of armed adversaries directly to my door is definitely the lowest point,” Kia says, holding up her fingers as she catalogs events, “but the part where we jumped off a roof and you saved us from going splat with your magic was pretty fucking cool, so we’re back to neutral.” She pauses and looks around. “The tunnel is a bit of a bummer, but once we get out of here I think the day will be on an upswing.”

Masako regards her in silence for a long moment. “You’re a very strange woman.”

Kia laughs and gives her shoulder a last squeeze before releasing Masako from the side-hug. “I have a very strange job,” she says with a shrug, tidying up her things. “And you’re part of it now, so I need you to work with me so I can keep you alive.”

“I can take care of myself,” Masako protests. “I have my kami.”

“And they’re powerful,” Kia agrees, picking up her wrung out socks with distaste, “but they’re not infallible. You’re not infallible.”

“And you are?” Masako asks, quite fairly.

“No,” Kia says flatly, setting down the damp socks and making eye contact again. “I’m not. But let me ask you this, Masako: Have you ever killed someone?”

“No!” Masako blurts reflexively. “No, I...”

“Could you?” Kia continues, voice even. “If you had to kill someone—if that was the only way to save yourself, or save your sister, could you make that choice?”

“I...” Masako's voice trails off. She stays quiet for a few breaths, brow creased, and finally admits, “I don’t know.” She pauses, gaze slowly traveling back to Kia. “Is it strange to say I hope I can? If it would save her?”

“Not strange,” Kia allows. “Practical. Realistic.” She holds Masako’s gaze, not allowing her to look away. “But you don’t know, and that means in the crucial moment you might flinch or hesitate. It only takes a second—a single mistake—to end up dead in this line of work.” She pulls a knife out of her leathers and twirls it between her fingers. “I’m a killer, Masako. I don’t like doing it, and I avoid it whenever possible, but I won’t hesitate to end a life if it’ll save another.” The knife disappears (yes, she takes some satisfaction in the way Masako’s eyes goggle when she can’t figure out where the knife went) and Kia leans forward, unblinking. “When I make a decision about how this investigation is going to go, that is not a suggestion. It is me using my years of experience to keep you alive, and I need you to understand that and obey.” She puts steel into her voice, honed like one of her favorite blades, and watches it strike true as Masako’s face tightens and her jaw firms.

“I understand.” Masako brings her hands up in front of her and bows formally, the same way she does to her shrines. “I will not go against your orders again, Knife.” She drops her arms and, less formally, adds, “Thank you for keeping me alive.”

“It’s one of the many services I provide,” Kia says, letting the tension bleed away into the flowing water. “Now I’d like to get the fuck out of this tunnel. You?”

“It’s so cozy, though,” Masako says, her voice absolutely arid with sarcasm.

“You’re right, I’ve changed my mind.” Kia matches her deadpan tone and (internally, secretly) enjoys the smile it inspires. “We should move in here. I don’t want to live anywhere else.”

“You’ll change your mind about that in around four hours,” Masako says, stealing Kia's damp socks before she can (reluctantly) put them back on.

“Why four hours?” Kia lets her have the socks out of curiosity and is absolutely delighted to feel the swell of Masako’s kami, mostly because it’s accompanied by steam visibly rising from the knitted wool. Fuck yes, fuck yes.

“High tide,” Masako says distantly, focusing on the socks for a moment longer and then trading them to Kia for her wet boots and repeating the process. “We’ll be wading even if we’re up on the walkway if we're here for that.”

“Good to have a deadline,” Kia says, putting on her dry socks and wiggling her toes in excitement. “Oh, ero kamano, gracias, thank you, Nanezzi bless your family,” she groans, putting on her now-dry boots as well. “I’m never going anywhere without you again.”

“Apparently you’re going to have to if you want to keep me from making ridiculous mistakes and dying,” Masako says apologetically, pulling off her own boots and drying out her socks. (She does this while leaving the socks on, which Kia finds adorable.) “What’s the plan for the moment?”

“Walk down this tunnel and see what we find.” Kia stands and settles the straps of her knapsack comfortably across her shoulders. “The good news is that I’m pretty sure they don’t know we’re here so we don’t have to worry about them surrounding the only exit, knock on wood and bless the fates.”

“So we just get to wander until we find the exit?” Masako asks, re-booted and accepting Kia’s hand up off the stone.

“Looks that way.” Kia squeezes her hand comfortingly. “Don’t worry, I have an annoying amount of experience navigating sewers.”

“May the kami guide your path,” Masako says reflexively.

“Bold of you to think I accept guidance,” Kia says with a wink and gets swatted on the shoulder for it. She doesn’t even dodge. She knows she deserved the smack, but she’s also having fun. Yes, they’re stuck in a wastewater tunnel and people are trying to kill them, but Masako’s teasing her, round face smiling, and they’re touching and... Kia’s missed roughhousing around with her friends, is all.

“I think our best bet for a safe place to hide is the red light district,” she says, picking up her lantern and refocusing. “We should work our way in that direction as we try to find a way out.”

“Sounds like as good an idea as any,” Masako says agreeably. She looks both ways with a squint. “So... what direction is that?”

Kia takes a moment to remember what way she was facing when she climbed down the drainage shaft, and how the courtyard was oriented. “That way,” she says, pointing in the same direction as the flow of the water. “And if we find a turn, we should try to work our way toward the left.”

“Great. I think I can remember ‘go to the left,’” Masako says with a self-deprecating air.

“If you can’t, I can,” Kia offers, and dodges another swat with a smile.

Kia’s not sure which gods were smiling on them (she'll make offerings to Nanezzi as soon as she can set up her altar again and bow at the nearest Michi shrine, just to be safe) but the next hour is the most tolerable time she’s spent in a sewer-adjacent tunnel. Wherever the actual privies drain in Southport, it’s clearly into a completely separate system, so while refuse bobs by in the water, it’s not worse than a scuzzy surface river. Small favors.

“How many rats are down here, do you think?” she asks Masako conversationally at an intersection. She’s heard them skittering away as they approach, but she’s barely seen any. Masako appears to give it some genuine thought, squinting into the darkness.

“A lot,” she says slowly, “but I think they’re probably outnumbered by the crawfish.”

Kia blinks. “Crawfish?”

Masako nods and crouches to point into the water. Kia follows her over and holds the lamp out over the stream. It takes a moment to get her eyes to focus on anything but the reflection of the light, but when she manages to look through the surface it’s to find a variety of horrible shelled underwater spider monstrosities scuttling around the floor of the stream.

“Eurgh,” she says eloquently. “Oh, gross, we were just wading around in those?”

“They probably moved out of the way.” Masako looks at her sidelong. “Are you afraid of shellfish?”

“I’m not afraid,” Kia says, speedwalking down the tunnel to the left, away from the water and its spindly weird inhabitants. “I know I could win in a fight with one of those things, I just think they’re gross.”

“Hm.” Masako scurries to catch up, falling in beside her. “Should I not tell you that there were definitely a lot of those in the stew we ate the first night we met?”

Kia gives her a pleading look. “The ones from down here?”

Masako laughs, bright and sharp. “No, I mean, hopefully not. Just crawfish in general.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” Kia says, much relieved. “No, I’ll eat them fine, I just hate watching the little fuckers move. It’s all the legs.”

“There are a lot of legs,” Masako agrees in the tones of someone who’s learned a delightful fact with which to tease a friend, and is only barely refraining from doing so. (It’s a tone that Kia is intimately familiar with thanks to the Guild.) She inhales, probably to start making fun of Kia, and pauses. “Wait, do you smell that?”

Kia smells a lot of things, none of them particularly good, but she gamely tries to focus on whatever Masako caught wind of. It takes a moment to pick it out over the damp and decay and algae, but then it’s obvious: Roasting meat-smoke from a cookfire.

“That’s promising,” Kia says, shielding the lantern and looking for other light sources. “Can you tell where it’s coming from?”

Masako nods, hands already moving through a series of intricate positions. From the corner of her eye Kia sees the shape of a crane fly away, so subtle it might not exist. The vision returns a moment later, and Masako points off down the tunnel. “That way. Not too far. Crane said it felt like a large opening, too.”

“Tell Crane thanks for all the hard work,” Kia says, heading that way. She tries not to get her hopes up, but if it’s a large opening, she can put her grappling hook to good use. She really, really wants to get out of here and into a safe location, one with a fucking bath.

“Almost there,” Masako tells her, right before they round a corner into—thank fucking Nanezzi and every other god—a shaft of light.

A shaft of light shining onto the walkway in front of them, instead of the middle of the stream.

A shaft of light illuminating stairs.

Calling them “stairs” is maybe pushing it, since it’s something between a ladder and a staircase, the type Kia’s seen in many a root cellar. They’ll have to scramble on all fours to get out, but that’s fine, because they’ll be able to get out! There’s a grate at the top of the staircase, and beyond the grate Kia can see light and open air and all kinds of places that aren’t this fucking tunnel!

First things first, though.

“Do you sense anyone familiar up there?” Kia asks Masako, extinguishing her candle and packing the lamp away. “In a murder kind of way, I mean.”

Masako shuts her eyes and listens. “No,” she says with clear relief. “I also don’t sense anything else familiar, though, so I have no idea where we are.”

“That’s a problem for future us,” Kia says, halfway up the stair-ladder. “And it’s a problem I’m happy to trade for the current problem where we’re stuck in a tunnel.” She gives the grate a shove. Is it going to be that easy?

The grate does not move: Of course it’s not that easy. Further investigation shows a large lock on the outside, which makes sense. If it’s easy for people to get in and out of the big tunnels under your city, those tunnels are immediately going to fill up with smugglers. It’s basic cause-and-effect.

Another example of basic cause-and-effect: If there’s a lock, Kia will pick it. The bars aren't quite far enough apart for her to get her hands through (to the relief of all ankles in the vicinity), but she pokes the lock with a knife until it flips over and she can get at the rusted workings. Kia can work with that.

“...are we waiting for something?” Masako asks in a whisper when Kia clambers down the ladder.

“For all the oil I crammed into that lock and the hinges to do its job.” Kia stretches, back popping with a sound like a shipment of dried gourds dropped in a stone courtyard. The insides of her thighs are complaining about the split she did earlier, and her shoulders aren’t exactly pleased to be carrying around all her possessions. Ugh. When did she get so creaky? “Turns out when you leave metal outside in the humid seaside air, it rusts all to fuck. They should be thanking me for oiling it, really.”

“We can let Nukunya know,” Masako says, bumping her shoulder against Kia’s. “I’m sure they can inform the proper authorities and get you a certificate of lock-oiling.”

“Just what I’ve always wanted,” Kia drawls, bumping Masako back. Somehow they end up staying like that, side-by-side in a damp stone tunnel with their arms pressed together. It’s warmer like this, so Kia lets herself lean into it.

“Do you think Nukunya’s okay?” Masako’s voice is barely-there, full of regret. Kia glances over to find her teeth worrying at her lower lip so hard she’s surprised she hasn’t broken the skin.

“I think they’ll be fine,” Kia says, leaning into her a bit harder. “From the stories they tell about their auditing, a bunch of people showing up with clubs would barely rate as a threat.”

“People get intense about taxes,” Masako says like she understands the fact but not the reasoning behind it. It’s like she’s never considered committing tax fraud! Adorable.

“They sure do,” Kia says like someone who’s seen exactly how far people will go to cheat their local government and sometimes had to get involved knives-first. Some of those local governments absolutely deserved to be cheated, but Kia’s personally a fan of sewers that don’t drain directly into the drinking water supply and is willing to give up some of her money in the service of not getting dysentery.

“You’re sure Nukunya will be safe?” Masako cuddles into Kia’s arm with significantly more contact. “They’re not exactly a warrior.”

“No,” Kia allows, “but they’re clever and wily and good at disappearing. We know we didn’t get followed home yesterday or we’d all have been attacked at the same time, so there’s no reason for anyone to go after Nukunya or any way for them to know where they live, really.”

“Because I didn’t foolishly lead a bunch of men with weapons straight to their house, you mean,” Masako says with a huff.

“I was trying to be polite about it, but if it’s like that,” Kia drawls. It gets a snort out and a light punch to Kia’s shoulder, which makes her feel so at home she could almost cry. She needs more roughhousing in her life. “Anyway, the important things are that we survived, you learned from it, and now we definitely know we’re on the right track.” She stands, gently extricating herself from Masako, and stretches with another series of crackles. “Or at least we’ll be on the right track once I pick this lock.”

The lock puts up a good fight, but eventually it falls to Kia’s skills and creaks open. The grate itself creaks even more vociferously in spite of Kia’s oiling, a long, pained groan that echoes down the tunnel. Kia winces, hoping against hope that she didn’t just announce them to the world, and peeks out into an alley thankfully empty of everything but trash.

Kia climbs back down and starts digging through her bag. “We’re clear, but I don’t know where we are,” she whispers, pulling out a long piece of brightly-woven fabric. “We need to not look like we looked when we jumped down here. What can you share?”

The two of them are wildly different sizes, but the good thing about robes is they don’t really need to be tailored, and Kia’s non-armor fashions favor rectangles of fabric draped and tied in various ways. Masako hands over a sleeveless outer robe printed in blue and green leaves, which Kia trades for a batik sarong in orange geometric patterns. She wraps up their hair with scarves and paints decorative metallic patterns on Masako’s face, then wipes off the ones on hers. Kia puts on the biggest, gaudiest necklace she owns so people will look at it instead of her face, and lends Masako some enormous earrings for the same reason. They also gratefully take the chance to repack their bags less haphazardly.

“I think that should do it.” Kia gives Masako a once-over and nods. Between the batik cloth she fashioned into a skirt, the head scarf, and the face paint, Masako looks like someone who works in fabric importing, not at all like a Michi priestess. “How do I look?”

Masako's eyes linger on the truly ridiculous necklace and the borrowed robe over Kia’s usual bright fabrics. “Like we’re married,” she says with half a smile. “We look like we’re married and we share all our clothes.”

“Or like we fucked last night and then got dressed in the dark,” Kia says with a snort. She has a bit more experience with that one.

“Or that,” Masako agrees, her cheeks going cutely pink. Kia wishes she had more time to appreciate that blush, but there’s important business to attend to. She grabs Masako by the shoulders and gives her a serious look. 

“Here’s the deal. We’re a couple. Married, not married, whatever, that doesn’t matter. What matters is that we are not on the run from anyone, we are not in a hurry, and we are going to have a lovely time exploring the city on our way to Sophia’s, where we will beg her for a bath and a hiding place.” She squeezes Masako’s shoulders, voice firm. “We are not going to act suspicious and give people reason to think anything strange is going on. Do you understand?”

Masako nods. “I understand.”

“Good.” Kia pets down Masako’s shoulders to her elbows, which she grips much more softly. “We’re going to be fine. We’ll make it to Sophia’s and regroup there.”

Masako takes a nervous breath, trembling slightly. “You promise?

“I promise.” That seems insufficient. Kia considers what Masako might find comforting in this moment, and adds, “I will kill anyone who tries to harm you.”

Masako barks an inappropriately loud laugh and hides her mouth behind her sleeve. “Thank you,” she says, muffled. “That’s very kind of you to offer.”

“It’s one of many services that I provide,” Kia says with a smile, Masako’s amusement buoying warm inside her chest. “Now what do you say we get the fuck out of this tunnel?”

“Oh, Miss Knife,” Masako says with a polite curtsy, “I thought you’d never ask.”

The alley is still empty when they climb out into air that smells like freedom. (And piss. The alley smells more like piss than the tunnel did. Unfair.) She shuts the grate with another horrible squeal and locks it—you’re welcome, magistrates!—before linking her arm with Masako’s and strolling toward the busier of the intersections.

The neighborhood they’ve emerged into smells like cumin and chili powder due to a nearby spice market, which turns out to belong to the Garcias—the ones who contacted the Guild about missing Alejandro. Their path through the tunnels took them further from the red light district than Kia had hoped, but it brought them somewhere she recognizes, which is a win. Once she has her bearings she directs their wanderings toward the nearest public carriage stop. It’s in the plaza with the sea serpent fountain, and Masako noticeably relaxes against Kia’s shoulder when she sees it.

“I should pray to the kami,” she tells Kia, leaning in to murmur it in her ear as a lover would. Kia tips her head toward Masako and orders the skin prickling on her spine to calm the fuck down. This is not the time! “She has domain over the water in this area. She may have led us here.”

“Can you pray from here?” Kia asks gently. “They know you’re a priestess. We’re trying to keep a low profile.”

Masako deflates with a pout she can’t quite hide. “Right,” she says, visibly regrouping. “That’s a better idea.”

Kia leans in impulsively to kiss her cheek, which is warm and so soft under the brief brush of her lips. (They’re pretending to be a couple. This is fine.) “When this is done, I promise we’ll come back and make offerings. Really good ones. The kami will feel so thanked.”

Masako laughs and leans her head on Kia’s shoulder. “I’ll make a note on my schedule.”

“See that you do.” Kia has a lot of protective, warm, soft, gently horny feelings inspired by Masako’s easy proximity and the trusting weight of her head, and she’s trying to pay attention to her surroundings and not the feelings, which is surprisingly difficult. A stall selling pupusas draws some of her attention with the smell of spiced meats and fried masa, and—somewhat desperate for a distraction from the cuddling—she blurts, “Are you hungry?”

On cue Masako’s stomach rumbles, and Kia doesn’t bother waiting for her to agree before steering them to the pupusa stall. Her food negotiations act as cover for Masako’s furtive prayers, and they eat while they wait for the next public carriage, painfully alert for any danger from the crowd. Kia will take the sea sickness that comes with riding inside in exchange for traveling in relative anonymity.

It’s a choice she comes to regret four or five carriage rides later. She insists on a circuitous route to throw off any potential tail, but it’s a lot of time in carriages and her sea sickness candies are buried at the bottom of her bag. When they finally exit a few streets away from the red light district she has to duck into an alley and breathe slowly through her mouth, Masako gently rubbing her back and blowing cool, fresh, kami-conjured air on her face. Their final walk to the brothel is wobbly but successful, and Kia’s never been so happy to see Kaori standing at the foot of the stairs.

“Plenty of folks inside to entertain you ladies,” Kaori calls with a professional nod, and then frowns. “Wait, Knife? Masako?” She frowns harder as they get closer, nose wrinkling. “Wow, you look terrible. Why do you both smell like wet feet?”

“It has been a hell of a day,” Kia says, rubbing her eyes. “We need you to get us inside and we need no one to see it happen, and then I’ll explain everything.”

“We need a bath first,” Masako says, who does indeed smell like wet feet, not that Kia’s much better.

“We need to get inside without being seen and take a bath, and then we’ll explain everything.” Masako’s right about the bath thing.

Kaori drags her eyebrows down from where they ended up by her hairline and digs in a pocket. She pats Kia on the shoulder, pointing like she’s giving her directions somewhere else, and palms her something that feels like metal. “Go to the brothel two doors down,” she says in a low voice. “There’s a kitchen entrance around the back. Show this and tell them you need to get to the Come On Inn. I’ll meet you inside.”

“Thank you,” Kia says fervently, and then, “go with me for a second.” She pulls away and fake slaps Kaori across the face. “How dare you!” she shouts, grabbing Masako by the elbow and dragging her away. “We’re going to go find a respectable establishment!”

Kaori raises a hand to her not-actually-slapped cheek and watches them go with a scowl. “You won’t find any place better than here!” she calls after them, following it up with something Kia thinks must be absolutely foul in Taiyou-go, judging by Masako’s gasp.

Kia makes a rude hand gesture and bustles Masako around a corner. Masako gives her a horrified look and Kia explains, “So it doesn’t look like we know each other, in case we’re being watched.”

“Ooooh.” Masako squints at her thoughtfully. “You just... know how to do all that, don’t you?”

“I’ve had a lot of practice,” Kia points out, then counts buildings. They’re two down, and it’s obviously the back because it’s where all the garbage is. She knocks on the door next to the largest accumulation of food garbage and waits anxiously for an answer.

“You need to come back at the end of the night for leftovers,” the person who opens the door is saying in an exasperated tone of voice. “I’m happy giving them out, but—” They? Kia spots an earring with a glyph she recognizes, yes, they—trail off, visibly confused. “You’re not Jeremy.”

“We need to get to the Come On Inn,” Kia says, flashing the metal token from Kaori. It has an inlay of silver in what’s probably polished brass. The light isn’t good enough for Kia to make out what’s on it, but the person who opened the door eyes it and nods.

“If you have that, then I’d say you do,” they say, gesturing them inside. Kia feels a great weight drop from her aching shoulders as soon as they cross the threshold. Safety, thank fuck. She just needs some time to regroup, and now she has it.

Hopefully safety comes with a bath.
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Chapter 12
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“WHAT IN THE FIFTEEN hells is going on?” Sophia demands, hands on her hips and a steely glare locked on Kia. “Why are you wearing each other’s clothes? Why did you bring luggage? Why do you smell like wet feet?”

“Do you think there’s fifteen hells?” Kia asks Masako. “That seems like a lot.”

“Some people believe that everyone gets their own personal hell based on their deeds in life,” Masako says, dropping her bag and rolling out her shoulder with a wince. “That would be more than fifteen hells.”

“Fair,” Kia allows. “I don’t really do hell, so I don’t pay attention.” To Sophia she says, “We needed a disguise, we’re on the run from people who—at the very least—want to hit us with large clubs, and Kaori said we’d get a bath before we had to talk to anyone and she lied.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Kaori says defensively from behind Sophia. “She was downstairs when she saw me come in and insisted on coming with me because I ‘looked like I was up to something.’”

“You were up to something.” Sophia looks less annoyed and more sympathetic now. “People with clubs?”

“It was my fault,” Masako starts, crumpling in on herself.

“Masako may have made an error in judgment that led to us fleeing for our lives by jumping off a roof and then down a drain into the wastewater tunnels below the city,” Kia says diplomatically. “She feels really bad about it and has already promised not to do it again, so we should all take a moment to acknowledge it and move on.” Maybe as they're moving on they can move on out of this crowded little secret antechamber. The person two doors down led them into an underground root cellar, which led to a secret door behind some shelves, which led to a secret hallway with entrances from the next brothel, which led to another hidden doorway, which led to a hidden set of stairs, which led to the secret antechamber in which all fucking four of them now stand. (Three and a half of them. Kaori’s in the doorway, so she’s not exactly in the antechamber.)

Kia’s kind of sick of tunnels at this point, honestly.

“Anyway, we’re happy to sit down and explain everything, but Masako and I spent more time than I ever really wanted to wading through water that was definitely not a sewer but also not anything I wanted to splash in on account of the crawfish, so if we can wait until after Masako and I get our sorely-needed bath, that would be appreciated.”

“And also we wouldn’t smell like wet feet anymore,” Masako cuts in.

Kia snaps her fingers and points at her in agreement. “Yes, that.” She considers something else. “Also we should figure out where the fuck Nukunya actually lives and send word that they need to pack a bag and get over here as quickly as possible, because the men with clubs probably would like to beat them up as well.”

“I’ll do that,” Kaori volunteers. “They told me a couple things about their neighborhood, I think I can probably track it down.”

“We need to be discreet about it in case they’re being watched,” Kia warns.

Kaori gives her an unimpressed look. “I work for a brothel,” she says with great patience. “Discretion is the air I breathe. I’ll take the tunnels over to the Band of Brothers and borrow their most boring carriage. Elijah owes me a favor.” She makes to squeeze through the doorway, realizes there's no room, and picks up Sophia under the armpits, depositing her in the actual hallway to clear the path.

“Fucking freedom,” Kia mutters, darting into the hall before anyone can trap her in another tunnel. Masako says something to Kaori in Taiyou-go—Kia guesses it’s along the lines of, “Be careful,” from the tone—and Kaori responds in the same language with a roguish wink before the door clicks shut.

“Oooh, a lovers nook,” Kia says admiringly, investigating the secret door out of professional curiosity. Velvet curtains cover the wall, cleverly disguising any seams or hinges, and she watches with interest as Sophia unfolds an upholstered bench from the wall and moves an end table back into position.

“Sometimes I forget it’s there and then get the shock of my life when I see it open,” Sophia admits, adjusting a throw pillow. “Come on, I’ll take you to the baths.”

“Please,” Kia and Masako say together, and pick up their bags.

***
[image: ]


THE BATHS ARE TUCKED away in the back of the building, shining tiled floors and mosaic nudes on the walls, multiple pools at different heat levels, just the way Kia likes it. They’re beautiful. Luxurious, if a little cramped. A fucking miracle.

What they are not is private, and Kia determinedly avoids eye contact with Masako as they stash their bags on the shelves.

“These are the baths for the workers,” Sophia explains. “We have some public ones where clients can join us, but no one should see you here except people who work here, and they won’t talk. Go to the kitchen and ask for someone to send for me when you’re done. I’ll sneak you up to my room the back way, and you can explain yourselves.”

“With pleasure,” Kia says, giving Sophia a little salute as she exits. She'd love to explain herself while sitting on a comfortable couch and drinking a nice tea while no one tries to kill her and she doesn’t have to wade through crawfish.

Kia starts stripping, setting her borrowed clothing on Masako’s shelf while keeping her eyes forward. Not everyone is as comfortable with shared bathing facilities as she is (the Guild has private and public baths and she likes to chat in the public ones, so she’s seen most of her friends naked) but she doesn’t have the energy to wrestle with the notion of modesty when she has the opportunity to no longer smell like feet.

To her surprise, Masako peels naked with just as little hesitation, returning Kia’s jewelry and clothing while dropping any feet-smelling items on the floor. Kia adds her own dirty laundry to the pile, and Masako finds an empty wooden tub while Kia grabs a bucket and starts hauling water. They leave their clothes to soak before finding a low bench, and Kia dumps a bucket of hot water over her head with a deep, satisfied sigh.

“Tell me about it,” Masako groans, following suit with a splash.

“Quite a day we’ve had,” Kia agrees, in a much better mood now that bathing has commenced, and bends over to dip her braids into the refilled bucket. “Did you manage to pack your toiletries, or do you need to borrow mine?”

Masako freezes with a bucket held above her head and says something sharp in Taiyou-go.

“You can borrow mine,” Kia says, interpreting that as, “no, I did not manage to pack my toiletries.” Wringing out her hair, she pads naked over to her luggage to unpack her padded bundle of bottles into a provided wicker basket. On her way back over she... Well, she doesn’t not look at Masako, but she doesn’t look look, either. If you share a bath you’re going to see people's bodies. It would be weirder and ruder not to look.

Masako is lovely. Kia knew that before, of course, but there’s a certain kind of loveliness that comes with the intimacy of bathing that’s... different. More. The fall of Masako’s black hair paints itself along the curve of her spine like dripping ink, water gleaming on the rounded lines of her shoulders, golden skin pinked from the heat. The softness that wraps around her frame settles into folds when she sits, creases under her shoulder blades and where her hips meet her legs, all achingly touchable. Kia wants to explore every inch of that body mouth-first, and she crams that desire aside violently.

This is bathing. They’re just bathing. She’s not going to fuck Masako in a semi-public brothel bathing room, for many reasons, chief among them being that it's a spectacularly bad idea. They’re in the middle of an investigation! They are currently on the run! Kia doesn’t even know if Masako likes women like that!

We will absolutely not be doing that, Kia tells herself, and plonks her basket down on the bench between them.

“Oh, thank you.” Masako rifles through the basket and grabs a hair cleanser. “I know none of my hair actually got in the water but it really feels like it got in the water.”

“You know I took a bath this morning, even?” Kia complains, twisting her braids up into a knot to get them out of the way and moving straight to the soap. “I was all clean and fresh-smelling and relaxed.” She theatrically scowls at her sudsy arm. “Waste of fucking money.”

“Sorry I ruined your bath,” Masako says, massaging her hair. Kia’s hands itch to massage it for her and she focuses on soaping up her own body, where her hands are allowed to be. “And the rest of your day. And probably the investigation.”

“The investigation isn’t ruined,” Kia points out, going to town on her feet with her little scrubby brush. “We’re still alive, and they don’t know what we actually want. For all they know we’re planning on robbing them.” She pauses in mid-scrub and squints into the distance thoughtfully. “Technically we are.”

“Is it robbing if we’re taking something from them that they didn’t have a right to have in the first place?” Masako asks, distracted by the philosophical point. “Leaving aside that it’s, you know. People.”

“Well, the legal definition is one thing.” Kia pours another bucket of hot water over her shoulders, suds swirling down the drain. “The way they’ll react is another. They’ll certainly feel robbed.”

“I don’t care about their feelings,” Masako mutters murderously. She reaches for her own rinsing bucket but her hands are too slippery for a good grip, so Kia hefts it for her in a question. Masako nods and Kia stands to hover behind her, carefully pouring the water over her tipped-back head. Masako’s eyes drift shut, the line of her neck open and vulnerable, and a shiver runs down Kia's back in spite of the warmth of the room.

Professional. Platonic. Hygienic. That’s what they’re being.

“I’m gonna soak,” Kia announces, and sloshes her way into the hottest tub. It’s not the first time she’s been grateful that her skin is too dark to show a blush, but it feels like the most urgent. The water is blissfully scalding, and Kia sinks into it with an involuntary groan.

“That good?” Masako asks while soaping up her tits, so it’s really not Kia’s fault for watching Masako soaping up her tits. They’re nice tits, as soft and generous as her belly and thighs. Kia’s ever-present desire to put her mouth all over Masako’s body resurfaces, and Kia tips her head back onto the lip of the pool and stares at the ceiling while she internally wrestles herself into submission.

“It’s great,” she says, voice even. “I feel like I’m getting boiled into soup. There are some baths that are barely lukewarm, and I tell you what, if I get in for a soak I wanna fucking feel it.”

“I want a bath that makes me regret getting into it at first. I want a bath that scares people,” Masako says over the sound of pouring water. Kia’s brain helpfully conjures a vision of Masako with a bucket of water sluicing down her soapy body. Brain-Masako is doing this in a very come-hither pose, like you’d find in a book of erotic art. Real-Masako is probably rinsing off very efficiently and un-sexily, Kia reminds herself, and her brain sulkily insists they’d be willing to find it sexy regardless.

Well. She can’t actually argue with that.

Masako says something, and Kia automatically lifts her head before she realizes she spoke in Taiyou-go. Masako kneels on the tile floor (ouch), a bucket of water in front of her, her hands folded and her eyes closed. Her voice rises and falls in the rhythm of a chant or a prayer, so Kia returns her gaze to the ceiling to give her some privacy. Whatever Masako has to say is between her and her kami.

“Ooooooh yesssss,” Masako says from somewhat closer after she’s done praying, with an interlude for more splashing water. “Oh, you’re right, this is soup-hot.”

“It’s the good shit,” Kia tells the ceiling, ripples lapping at her collarbone. She’ll need to go dunk herself in the cooler water if she stays in here too long, which is ideal. (She should also go dunk herself in the coldest water available so she stops fantasizing about Masako’s tits.)

“It’s really nice.” Silence spreads between them, broken only by their breathing and the slow dripping of water. The bathwater laps against Kia’s collarbone again. Then again. That seems like a lot of movement for a bath, so Kia chances a peek over at Masako to see if she’s noticed it, too, and finds the source of the issue immediately: Masako herself, arms wrapped tightly around her chest, eyes clamped shut, and trembling violently.

“Hey,” Kia says, alarmed. “You okay over there?”

Masako makes several attempts to inhale before one of them works. “I don’t know?” she rasps out, voice cracking in at least three places.

“That’s a no, then.” Kia’s fluent in “I’m panicking about a terrifying situation after the fact and I don’t know what to do with it,” so she clambers out of the tub, finds a cloth, and wets it in the cold pool. “Lean your head forward,” she orders. Masako does, and Kia drapes the cold cloth across the back of her neck.

“Ow,” Masako says, and then, after a beat, “I don’t know why I said that.”

“You have a lot going on in your head right now,” Kia tells her, hovering a hand over her bare shoulder. “Brain doesn’t know what it’s doing. Breathe deep.” There has to be some appropriately soothing, non-sexual touching that she can offer without making this weird. Oh! “Do you want to hold my hand?” Nailed it.

Masako flounders her hand in Kia’s direction, and Kia nabs her by the wrist to interlace their fingers before any accidental groping occurs. “There you go,” she says soothingly, slipping into the tub and resigning herself getting her fingers crushed. “Concentrate on my touch. This won’t last forever.”

“I was really scared,” Masako says between breaths, tone almost wondering. “Oh, I was so scared. They were gonna kill me, Knife!”

“But they didn’t,” Kia reminds her, squeezing and releasing her hand in a long, slow rhythm. “They didn’t, and you’re still here, and if they try to kill you again, I will stab them multiple times in all their tenderest places.”

Masako laughs shakily, breathing starting to match the tempo Kia’s modeling for her. “It’s weird that that’s reassuring.”

“We’re in a weird situation.” Kia frowns thoughtfully at the mosaics. “Well, weird for you. This is pretty normal for me. It won’t get weird unless there’s like... evil mermaids or something.”

“Oh, don’t say that out loud,” Masako groans around another laugh. “Evil mermaids are exactly what we don’t need.”

“I think as long as we stay on land we don’t actually have to worry about evil mermaids,” Kia says reasonably. “They’ll just be in the bay, shaking their wet fists at us like, ‘You’ll have to come swimming someday!’ and we’ll be like, ‘No, we don’t!’ and move inland.”

Masako squints at her sidelong. “You’re being ridiculous on purpose to distract me, aren’t you?”

Kia shrugs. “Is it working?”

Masako opens her mouth, cocks her head, and shuts it again. “Huh.”

Kia preens. “Exactly.” 

Masako gives her an appraising look. “You’re good at this, aren’t you?

Kia shrugs again. “Like I said, this is normal for me. I’ve had a lot of experience helping people calm down after life-or-death situations. You’re doing great, by the way. A lot of people would have puked on my shoes somewhere in the process.”

Masako makes a disgusted face. “Thanks? Was that a compliment?”

“My shoes think so.” Kia swishes their joined hands through the water, deeply pleased at Masako’s improvement. “Look at you! Basically back to normal, thanks to my expert tutelage.”

Masako’s focus turns inward, and she nods slowly. “I do feel a lot better. Thank you.”

“No problem.” Kia sinks deeper into the tub, letting the heat soak into her shoulders and neck. “Anything else I can do for you before I go back to making myself into lady soup?”

Masako hesitates for a long moment, worrying her lower lip between her teeth. “Would you... Would you mind holding me again, for a little while? The way you did in the tunnel?”

Kia would not mind. Kia would not mind at all. The amount of minding Kia would do about that is so minuscule as to not exist.

“Sure,” she says, keeping her voice very calm and not betraying her utter lack of minding. “But I should warn you I drip sweat like a leaky gutter in baths like this, so I will probably sweat all over you.”

“If that’s the price I must pay,” Masako says solemnly. Kia cracks a smile and arranges herself so Masako can tuck her face into her neck, arms around each other and an absolutely luxurious amount of skin contact. Kia sighs, practically melting between the hot water and the sheer comfort of this much touch. Masako asked for it, but Kia feels like she’s getting the better end of the deal.

“Thank you,” Masako whispers into Kia’s skin, so quiet she barely hears it.

“Anytime,” Kia whispers back, and she means it.
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“WELL, THAT SEEMS BAD,” Sophia says after hearing the whole story, which is maybe not the biggest understatement of the year, but it’s up there.

“It ain’t great,” Kia agrees, taking a sip of tea to soothe her throat after her long explanation. “Could be worse, though.”

“How?” Sophia asks with genuine curiosity.

“We could be dead,” Kia announces cheerfully. “I’m not dead, and Masako’s not dead, and now we have a chance to make those fuckers regret all of their life choices, so I take that as a win.”

Sophia regards her in silence for a long moment. “You’re a very strange woman, Miss Kara.”

“That’s what I keep saying,” Masako mutters into her tea.

“So what do we do next?” Sophia asks, sensibly ignoring Masako as she does.

“Short-term?” Kia shrugs. “Masako and I need a place to stay where they can’t find us. We need to sleep, eat, and be safe. We need to get Nukunya back here, and then we can start planning again properly.”

“You’re not heading out again tonight?” Sophia asks with obvious surprise, refilling Masako’s empty teacup.

“Fuck no,” Kia groans. “I fought two men, jumped off a roof, climbed down a drain, and wandered a bunch of stinky, crawfish-infested tunnels today. I’m fucking bushed. I’m not going out there tired to face an unknown number of people with an unknown number of clubs working for an organization of unknown size, do you think I want to die?”

The other two stare at her in perfect, confused silence.

“Huh,” Masako says.

“That’s not what I expected,” Sophia says, head cocked in confusion like a bewildered dog.

“You read a bunch of adventure novels, don’t you?” Kia asks, and rolls her eyes when Sophia nods. “Okay, first off: Adventure novels are full of fucking lies. Camping is shit, and riding horses is shit, and the woods are full of bugs that bite every bit of skin they can find, and the food is shit. You know what makes all of that even more shit?” Kia stabs her index finger at Sophia on every word. “Not. Getting. Enough. Sleep.”

“Okaaaay,” Sophia says, leaning away from Kia’s stabbing finger.

“Do you know how long I trained to join the Guild? Do you know how long I’ve been working for them? Do you think they’d be pleased if I got myself dead because I made a bad, sleep-deprived decision? No!” She drains her cup of tea and slams it down on the table, but gently, because it’s a delicate cup and a nice table. “We eat well, and we sleep as much as we can, and we take the time to heal after we get hurt before we go running off after the people who hurt us, and that’s why I’m still alive. I am a sensible fucking person, and don’t you forget it!” Not for the first time Kia wonders if she’s legally allowed to threaten terrible authors to a duel. She doesn't need total realism, but showing the noble hero taking a fucking nap seems like a reasonable request!

“Well,” Sophia says after a long pause, “you can at least stay here. In the brothel, I mean, not in my room. I work here.”

“It wouldn’t bother me to be in the room while you worked,” Kia drawls with a theatrical wink, “but I take your point. Where can you put us up?”

“And would it actually be private?” Masako asks icily, hand suddenly clenching around her cup. Kia frowns. Why the mood change?

“I’ll take you there now,” Sophia offers, ignoring Masako’s weird energy. “You can get settled in while we wait for Nukunya, since we can’t do anything else right now anyway.”

“Great!” Kia grabs her bag. She’s a simple woman, a lot of the time. Show her the bed she’ll get to sleep in and she’s happy.
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“SO IT’S JUST THE ONE, then?” she asks evenly after following Sophia into the back servant’s hallway, down a flight of stairs, and into a bedroom that’s seen better days. The furniture is good quality but worn, the bedding clean but faded, and there's a light layer of dust on the decorative end tables. The bed looks comfortable, at least.

The bed, singular.

“We’re too fully staffed to be able to let you stay anywhere else,” Sophia says apologetically, bustling around lighting the lamps. “This is the only room that isn't used for work. Right now it’s the dedicated nap room when someone doesn’t want to be available.”

“I love the concept of a dedicated nap room,” Kia says, digging a cloth out of her bag to dust what needs dusting. “I apologize for taking it from you.”

“Oh, we’ll be charging you,” Sophia says immediately and cheerfully. “Less than we would if you were an actual customer, of course, but you’re taking our nap room and eating our food.”

“And trying to save your friend,” Masako points out a little acidly, standing just inside the doorway with her bag clutched tightly in her fists.

“Yes, but Kara’s being paid for that by her employer,” Sophia says, removing a patched dressing gown from the wardrobe. “I’ve seen the coin she flashes around.”

Masako’s face goes mutinous. “So that means it’s fine for you to demand money when she’s doing you a favor?”

Sophia gives Masako a dark look, hands on her hips. “This is a brothel,” she says with perfect enunciation. “I think you’ll find we’re not in the habit of giving things away.”

Masako inhales sharply. Kia has had a shitty fucking day and does not want more of this back-and-forth. “It’s fine,” she announces loudly. “I was paying for an inn anyway, I budgeted for that. Sophia, Masako and I very much appreciate how you and your fellows are hiding us from the men with clubs. It is very good of you to do that, when you know it puts you at risk of being attacked by the men with clubs as well. We will do our best not to be a burden on this establishment, or cause you any additional danger.” She fixes Masako with a pointed glare. “Right, Masako?”

A sheepish expression overtakes the mulishness, and Masako inhales deeply before offering Sophia a small bow. “Of course. Thank you, Sophia, and I apologize for my rudeness. It has been a long day.”

Sophia’s shoulders drop slightly. “I can understand why you’d be on-edge,” she says, voice gentler. “I’ll go tell the kitchens to send you up some dinner. We’ll come find you when Nukunya gets here.”

“Thank you,” Kia says, making very meaningful eye contact at Masako.

“Thank you,” Masako echoes. Sophia sweeps out the door and Kia takes a moment to make sure it's shut and securely latched. Good. Privacy.

She whips around and hisses, “What is your problem, Masako?”

“I don’t have a problem,” Masako insists unconvincingly, very interested in the contents of her bag.

“That’s worse,” Kia points out, stalking closer, “because if you don’t have a problem, then you’re being an asshole to Sophia for no fucking reason. Is that what you’re doing?”

“No,” Masako says to her bag, about as convincing as a housecat pretending it's never been fed.

“Okay, so you don’t have a problem and you’re not being an asshole for no reason? Then are you choosing to treat her like shit? Because I will not let you be rude to someone who has done nothing but help us.” Kia is about to start yanking her own braids, what the fuck.

“Yes, you’ve made it very clear how you feel about Sophia,” Masako mutters so low Kia probably wasn’t supposed to hear it.

“Excuse me?” She thought she was done with stressful conversations for today! “Would you like to explain your reasoning to the rest of the room?”

Masako’s hands clench on the top edge of her bag. “Are you sleeping with her?” she asks, finally looking at Kia with a flat expression and flatter voice.

Kia feels her eyebrows practically touch her hairline. “Is that what you’re mad about?” Again: What the fuck.

Masako blushes and returns her attention to her bag. “Never mind. It’s none of my business.”

“That’s the most correct thing you’ve said since we walked into this room,” Kia tells her, now hovering somewhere between disbelief and hilarity. “But no, I’m not sleeping with Sophia. Honestly, it looks like the only person I’ll be sleeping with any time soon is you.” She gestures at the one bed. “No reason to be jealous on Sophia’s account.”

“I’m not—I’m not jealous,” Masako splutters, and then looks at the bed. Her eyes widen. “Wait, you mean—”

“We’re going to share it, it’s big enough for two, I don’t want to argue about the bed when we both need to rest and recover,” Kia says in a tone she hopes brooks no further discussion on the topic. “And if you’re not jealous then we’re back to you being an asshole to Sophia for no reason. Jealous is at least a reason, even if it’s not a good one.”

“I’m not jealous!” Masako insists, though she really throws herself under the bridge by adding, “you just—you keep flirting with her and she gives you all these little looks when we’re trying to plan things!”

Kia pinches the bridge of her nose and makes herself count to three before she responds. “We are in a brothel, Masako,” she says in the calmest voice she can muster. “I flirt because it’s fun, and it doesn’t have to mean anything, and I like to keep in practice in case I need to flirt with someone to get information. Sophia flirts back because it’s her job. If I was sleeping with her—which, to be clear, is absolutely none of your business—it would be a business transaction. This is a place of business. People who walk into brothels with the intention of falling in love and saving the workers from their jobs are universally assholes.” She gives Masako a searching look and adds, “People who take issue with the kind of work being performed in brothels are also assholes. Are you an asshole, Masako?”

Masako’s head snaps up, incensed, and then her expression falters. “I try not to be,” she says quietly, after some clear thought. “I hope not?” She sighs deeply and drops onto the nearest chair in a cloud of dust, the fight gone out of her. “I don’t even know why I’m mad,” she admits, then sneezes.

“Please figure that out on your own time before you take it out on Sophia.” Kia hands over a handkerchief before returning to her self-assigned cleaning duties. “She’s doing a lot to help us and losing out on business in the process.”

“I know,” Masako says meekly. “I’ll try to do better.” She looks at the handkerchief in her hand and then joins Kia in dusting. Kia doesn’t generally consider chores part of an apology, but there’s a lot of dusting to do, so she’ll take it.

“I think,” Masako says hesitantly some fifteen minutes later, after they’ve shaken the bed linens out in the back hallway, “it’s that you two seem to know each other so well.”

Kia snorts, holding the door for Masako as they ferry the bedding back inside. “I met her maybe three days before I met you,” she says, unfurling a sheet over the mattress with a snap. “I paid her for information on the disappearances. We’re not bosom friends.”

“You act so close, though?” Masako half-asks, helping Kia tuck in the sheet.

Kia shrugs, catching the edge of the second sheet as Masako tosses it over. “I’m literally a professional liar and she spends every day convincing people she’s genuinely interested in fucking them. Put us together and you get a lot of flirting.”

Masako makes a thinking face as they get the blanket in place. “I guess that makes sense,” she allows. “So you’re really not interested in her?”

“Not your business,” Kia reminds her, “but no. I mean, I’m not mad about spending some time with a beautiful woman who flirts with me, but I’m not looking for anything... transactional right now.” Why is she even telling Masako all this? “I want something more stable.” Also irrelevant to the mission. Kia is going to have a stern word with her mouth when she gets it alone.

“It must be harder to find that in your line of work,” Masako says perceptively, plumping the pillows. “With all the traveling.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier,” Kia grouses. They’ve gotten way off track, but it’s cathartic to complain about this out loud after holding it in for so long. “Like, if your partner is in the Guild, or joins the Guild, you can get approved to get all of your assignments together. That’s what me and the She-Wolf did for a couple years when we were younger, before it ended.”

Masako makes a sympathetic noise. “Did you grow apart?”

Kia makes a face and waggles her hand. “Not really, it’s just... She wanted kids—always has—and I didn’t, and that combination wasn’t gonna work out long-term.” 

An expression of deep understanding flits across Masako's face. “There’s no way to compromise and have half a kid.”

“Not without some kind of horrific magic, no,” Kia says with a giggle, and then gets momentarily distracted about whatever horrific magic that would require. Ugh, no thanks. “We still love each other—it wasn’t a bad ending or anything—and now she’s married to this monk she pulled out of a monastery and semi-accidentally seduced, and they’re disgustingly in love and fuck all the time. Good for them.”

“Lucían, right?” Masako asks, hanging her clothes in the wardrobe. “The one who lights people on fire and controls undead dragons?”

“That’s the one,” Kia confirms, unpacking her bag on a table. Where she’s going to store all her knives? “His Guildname is the Flame, and not just because of the lighting people on fire thing. They’re gonna have a baby soon.”

“Congratulations?” Masako says, making it sound more like an apology.

“Yes, congratulations,” Kia says, filling a slightly banged-up shelf with her maps and writing utensils and sword oil. “They’re so happy about it, and I’m genuinely really happy for them, and I’m gonna get to be Auntie Knife and teach their kid age-inappropriate swear words, and if the kid starts crying? I get to hand her back and then leave.”

“The best way to interact with them,” Masako says knowingly.

Kia points a lockpick at her. “You get me. I love kids, I just don’t want to have them. You never get to not be dealing with kids if they’re yours.”

“I have little cousins who help out at the shrine as part of their training,” Masako says with a faraway stare. “They’re great, and funny, and they ask the most ridiculous questions, and they are so exhausting, Knife. I don’t know how anyone does it.”

“With a lot of help.” Kia points a different lockpick at herself. “And I’m happy to be the help, so long as I’m not stuck with it.”

“Agreed,” Masako says with enthusiasm, shaking out a robe before carefully re-folding it. “So... will you leave at the end of this?”

“After we free everyone and return them to their families and absolutely destroy the people doing the kidnappings?” Kia believes in stating what she wants and forcing the universe to bend to her will. “Yeah, I suppose. People need help everywhere, and I go where the Guild sends me so I can help.” She straightens a few of her knives so they lay perfectly parallel. “Gonna fucking miss the food, though. Hadn’t had good mangoes in years before I came down.”

“You can’t get mangoes up north?” Masako asks, horrified.

“Too cold,” Kia reports sadly. “You can get some hothouse ones sometimes, but they cost a fortune and they’re not very good.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Masako allows, “but I hadn’t thought about it.”

“Treasure your mangoes while you have them,” Kia advises. “Oh, and the southern cooking, too. It’s never quite the same up north.” She unpacks her healing supplies and checks the stock on her daily pills from Lucían, unsurprised to see that she still has at least a five month supply left. “Knightsrest does have excellent fancy bakeries, though, so it’s not all bad.”

“Glad to hear it?” Masako clearly doesn’t know how she should respond. “Where will you go then? Do you have any idea?”

Kia shrugs. “Probably to one of the other big cities, or if I finish this up in time and it works out, I’ll go back to Knightrest for the birth.” She smiles distantly, straightening her healing potions. “I promised to let the She-Wolf break my fingers. I hope I can keep it.”

“...normally people aren’t excited about broken fingers,” Masako comments, and then, “I’m done with the wardrobe if you want to put your clothes away.”

“We’ve established that I’m a strange woman,” Kia says, taking Masako’s place at the wardrobe. “And it’s not about the broken fingers, it’s about what the broken fingers represent.”

“What’s that?” Masako asks reluctantly.

Kia grins. “Friendship,” she says with relish, and starts unpacking her clothes.
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Chapter 13
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A KNOCK ANNOUNCES THE arrival of dinner, and Kia slips a coin to the servant when she accepts the tray. Just because they have permission to stay here doesn’t mean they’re not a burden on the brothel, and nothing eases a burden like money. 

The food is good: a stew with vegetables and a bit of meat served over rice in a spiced sauce, something you make when you have to feed a lot of people over a whole evening. Kia makes a note to see if she can help out in the kitchen. She’s not the world's greatest cook, but damn can she peel a potato.

“Do you think Nukunya’s actually going to make it over here tonight?” Masako asks as they’re polishing off the last few bites. “Should we try to stay up?”

The single window their room boasts shows a dark sky, and Kia and shakes her head. “We should sleep. Even if they do make it over here tonight, we’re not going to be able to talk about anything until the morning. Kaori wasn’t even sure what neighborhood they lived in, so who knows how long it’ll take.”

“Fair,” Masako says, muffling a yawn behind her sleeve and giving away that she had personal reasons for asking. “It’s not even that late. I don’t know why I’m so tired.”

“You used a lot of magic and running for your life is exhausting,” Kia points out, arching her back with a crack. “I’d be more worried if you weren’t tired.”

“Fair.” Masako accepts Kia’s empty bowl and ducks out into the hallway. Kia takes the opportunity to strip, rub some muscle liniment into her legs (ow), and put on her pajamas. Lots of stretching tomorrow, she decides, rinsing and moisturizing her face with the basin and pitcher. Maybe she could hire one of the workers in the building to give her an actual massage. There must be someone working here with forearms like a baker who could punch her muscles into submission.

“Do you have a favorite side?” she asks when she hears the door open, not looking away from her reflection as she wraps up her braids in a sleeping scarf.

“...of?” Masako asks, clearly not following.

“The bed,” Kia clarifies. She wants to set out a cup of water and at least three knives on her side, so this is an important question.

“Right.” There’s a long pause, and Kia glances over to find Masako staring at the bed with low-key panic. Her heart sinks, along with her energy levels. Gods save her. She does not have the wherewithal for an argument about this. She inhales to say something along exactly those lines when Masako finally stops acting like the bed is going to jump up and bite her and asks, “You’re sure you’re comfortable sharing?”

“This is not even close to the worst place I’ve slept, or the highest number of people I’ve slept with.” Kia frowns and adds, “Literally just sleeping.”

“I sense stories.” Masako takes Kia’s place at the mirror and unspools her hair from its bun in a sleek, dark mass. Kia’s hands itch to touch it, and she occupies them with pouring a cup of water instead.

“Once there were six of us out on a mission in the woods? I hate the woods, by the way, but they needed me to come along, so fuck my preferences, I guess. Anyway, there was an incident with some bandits and some flaming arrows, and out of our three tents, only one survived.” She gives Masako an arch look in the mirror. “You know what a stack of firewood looks like? We had to sleep like that, and it was four giant motherfuckers, one medium-sized archer, and me.”

Masako's comb pauses halfway through her hair. She looks like she does not like the result of her mental math. “Did you at least get to sleep on top of the stack?”

“I did,” Kia confirms, “but the air in that tent was thick, like, you could have scooped it up and served it on a plate.” She sips her water. “So, which side of the bed?”

The comb starts moving again with a stutter. “The left?” Masako says stiffly, staring into the mirror like if she looks anywhere else she’ll turn to stone. “I usually sleep facing that side.” 

“Right side it is, then,” Kia says agreeably, gathering up the three knives she wanted and her water cup. She arranges them on the bedside table until they meet her exacting standards and climbs in. The sheets smell a bit stale, but the mattress is absolute luxury, and Kia groans happily as she melts into it.

“That a good sound?” Masako asks, braiding her hair with nimble fingers.

“I might start booking stays at brothels instead of inns,” Kia admits to the ceiling. “The beds and the baths are way nicer.” This is gonna be a good sleep, she can already tell. “I’m shutting my eyes so you can get changed,” she adds, which is silly since they already saw each other starkers in the bath, but a shared bath is different than a bedroom. 

(Also, she’s so tired her eyelids are gluing themselves shut without her permission, so she’ll be shutting her eyes regardless since she doesn't have much of a choice.)

“Thank you,” Masako says quietly, and Kia half-dozes while she listens to the shift of fabric, and then quiet footsteps making their way around the room while the light gets dimmer. The steps pause by the bed, and Masako inhales carefully before she pulls back the blankets and wiggles inside. Darkness falls, leaving them with the sound of their breathing and the babble of distant conversation from elsewhere. Masako radiates tension, but Kia’s too tired to figure out how to address it diplomatically.

“Relax,” she orders muzzily. “It’s a big bed. It’s fine. Just sleep.”

Masako sighs. “You’re sure this is fine?”

Kia nods, even though Masako probably can’t see her. “For sure. I’m small. The bed’s big. You won’t even notice I’m here.”

Masako might say something in response, but Kia doesn’t remember, because that’s when sleep rises up to claim her.
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THE QUIET, FARAWAY sounds of carriage wheels on cobblestones mix with the nearer but equally quiet sounds of people going about their morning chores. Sunlight warms the back of Kia's eyelids, dim but definitely present. She doesn’t think she moved all night, a suspicion confirmed when she stretches and every limb complains. After her hip pops unnervingly she goes limp, drifting dreamily on the knowledge she doesn’t have to get out of bed yet, and cups one tit. Mmm. Nice.

Kia plays with her tit until the nipple is peaked against the fine linen of her pajama shirt, then moves to the other, building a slow heat. She presses her thighs together while she’s at it, getting a ghost of pressure on her clit when she moves right. She could go get a toy out of her bag, but she’s so comfortable. Why get out of bed if she doesn’t have to? She should remember to leave one on her nightstand tonight, she decides, rucking up her shirt and sliding her hand into her pants. She teases the edge of her curls, then slides her hand deeper—

Masako snorts, rolling over, and Kia freezes with her fingers on her clit. 

Fuck. Fuck. Shit. 

Right! Yesterday happened! Now she lives in a disused brothel bedroom with Masako, who is in the same bed, and this is not an appropriate time to masturbate! Every inch of her body is on high alert, her panicked heartbeat pounding between her thighs. Is Masako awake? If Masako is awake, Kia will of course apologize, but it will be a mortifying conversation. It would be far better if she were still asleep. Kia can bear the mortification alone.

Thirty horrible seconds later, Kia is pretty sure Masako is asleep. Her breathing is even, with no indication that she’s aware of anything around her (like, for example, Kia on the other side of the bed, hand down her pants). It would be a soothing rhythm in any time but the present, where Kia almost got herself off with another person in the bed who hadn’t agreed to it! That's exactly when you shouldn’t masturbate!

Kia takes a deep, near-silent breath, and with all the stealth she possesses, she pulls her hand out of her pajamas and wipes her fingers on the inside of her shirt. Okay. This is okay. No harm done, other than to Kia’s libido! She just won’t do that again, ever, and Masako never has to know, and they’ll be able to keep looking each other in the eye.

Kia’s clit grumpily informs her that it doesn’t approve of a course of action that doesn't involve orgasms. Kia tells her clit to shut the fuck up and rolls out of bed, annoyed, embarrassed, and still horny. She gets dressed in silence, washes her hands in the basin, and stalks out into the hallway before she realizes she doesn’t have anywhere to go. She glares at a lovely lace curtain. Fuck that curtain. How dare it not have answers for her?

The curtain continues to not have answers. Kia sighs, turns on her heel, and heads for the servant’s stairway. Someone’s probably in the kitchen already, even if the rest of the place isn’t up yet. Maybe they’ll let her knead something until she stops being so inappropriately aroused.
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AN HOUR AND A FEW DOZEN sliced peaches later, Kia's sticky from wrists to elbows, slightly less horny, and feeling accomplished. The kitchen staff welcomed her with open arms, and Kia's memorized all their names and received compliments on her knifework. She also received a tray with two bowls of spiced porridge topped with honey, yogurt, and fresh peaches, and her anticipation for breakfast overrides her embarrassment about what almost happened with Masako earlier.

“Food,” she calls through the door. (She could balance the tray one-handed and open it herself, but it’s too early for juggling tricks.)

“Did you cook?” Masako asks, shutting the door behind Kia and following her to the low couch in the corner. She doesn’t seem embarrassed, or like she thinks Kia is a gross creep, thank Nanezzi and every other god.

“I sliced the peaches,” she says, yanking an end table into a more convenient location with her foot before setting down the tray. “They’d have let me stir the porridge, but eh. I didn’t feel like I needed to involve myself in that; they knew what they were doing. Tea?”

“Please.” Masako plops down next to Kia on the couch, thigh-to-thigh, and they eat breakfast in businesslike silence. It’s good food again; simple but filling and nourishing. Kia’s stayed at actual inns that served worse, and she doesn’t stop until she’s scraped every last grain out the bowl.

“So what do we do today?” Masako asks, refilling their cups.

“We hide in here and wait for Kaori to find Nukunya,” Kia says, sipping her tea with a nod of thanks.

“That’s it?” Masako looks around the room, clearly not thrilled at the idea of spending a lot of unbroken time in it. Fair. “We’re not going to do anything?”

“Sometimes the best thing to do is nothing at all,” Kia says sagely, trying to seem worldly and wise. Masako gives her an incredibly dirty look and Kia bursts into laughter, sprawling against the back of the couch. “Yeah, that’s me being a shit, but it’s not a lie. We can’t go back right away because they’ll be on high alert. We need to give them a couple of days to get complacent.” She swirls the tea in her cup, considering. “We might want to pay someone to go keep an eye on the docks for us in case they decide to get shifty. Someone they won’t recognize or notice.”

“Like who?” Masako hasn’t quite sprawled the way Kia has, but she tucks one knee up onto the couch, turning toward her. It’s nice. Companionable. Kia keeps her eyes and thoughts professional instead of letting them wander toward where the hem of Masako’s robe has rucked up a bit, exposing her calves.

“Buskers. Rough sleepers—people usually try not to look at them, so they’re a great option. I don’t know if there are any outdoor ladies and gents of the evening in Southport or if most people here work in brothels, but you can usually hire them for a spot of light espionage. Folks who work food stalls are good because they have a reason to be there, but they can’t always pay the closest attention when they get busy.” She finishes her tea and rubs the rim of the cup against her lip while she considers their options. The busking might work...

Hurried footsteps approach from down the hall, and after two quick raps the door bursts open. A dark-cloaked figure stumbles into the room carrying a bag, and Kaori follows them in.

“I had a hell of a time finding them,” she says, eyes exhausted and smile triumphant, “but I did it!”

“Typically I don’t tell people where I live for good reason,” Nukunya’s voice says from the shadowed hood of the cloak. They push it back and add, “But in this case I suppose it would have saved us all quite a bit of time.” 

“We would have been here sooner, but Nukunya was very particular about their packing,” Kaori says, stealing Kia’s empty cup and pouring herself a cup of tea. “Do I smell peaches?”

“I had to make sure I brought everything with me I might need,” Nukunya says with no small level of irritation, setting down their bag and taking off their cloak.

“There’s porridge with peaches and honey in the kitchen,” Kia tells Kaori.

“Fuck yeah,” Kaori says, knocking back the tea in one long swig and heading for the door. “I’ll be right back. Nukunya? You hungry?”

“Please,” they say, and Kaori disappears out the door. Nukunya takes a deep breath and folds their cloak over one arm. Their eyes flick over Masako and Kia quickly, cataloging their appearances and looking for any injuries. “I am pleased to see you both are well.” They survey their options and perch on a chair with slightly threadbare upholstery. “Kaori tells me you had a very exciting day yesterday.”

“We were menaced by men with weapons and escaped by jumping off a roof and then down a drainage shaft,” Kia says dryly. “Exciting is one word for it.”

Nukunya blinks twice in surprise. “That is rather more exciting than Kaori’s report.” They lean forward, intent. “How did they find you?”

Masako flinches, and Nukunya’s dark eyes flick to her immediately. “It was my fault,” she says miserably. “If I hadn’t—”

“We went over this yesterday,” Kia interrupts. “It happened. There’s no undoing it, so there’s no point in dwelling.”

“Dwelling on what, exactly,” Nukunya asks with a polite chill. Kia resists the urge to stare at the ceiling in supplication. Why do they have to go over this again? It was bad enough the first time.

“I gave us away,” Masako says in a small voice, eyes on her empty teacup.

“Pardon?” Nukunya asks, brows furrowing.

Masako sighs and looks up at the ceiling, because unlike Kia, she’s allowed to. “I didn’t want to wait like the Knife told us to,” she explains to the air, voice flat and dead. “I couldn’t stop thinking of my sister, so I went to the docks to try and find something we could use, except I got lost and then while I was asking for directions... I ran into Aiden.” She takes a deep breath, holds it for a moment, and exhales gustily. “I made some excuses and I thought I got away, but then after I made it back to the shrine I felt them coming for me, so I packed as quickly as I could and went to find the Knife.”

“And they followed you there,” Nukunya deduces, still in that icy voice.

“Sure did!” Kia says cheerfully. She can tell where this is going from the cold anger burning in Nukunya’s eyes, and she doesn’t think it’s going to be productive or useful. “And then she used the kami to help us escape in a way that means no one knows where we went, and here we are!”

“You decided to deliberately disobey the Knife’s orders and set out on your own to surveil our quarry, the day after we broke into their office, because you were worried?” Nukunya hisses. “Mungu wangu, what were you thinking?”

“I—” Masako starts.

“You endangered the entire mission!” Nukunya snaps. “What if they’d caught you?”

“I’d have—” she tries again, but Nukunya keeps going.

“You have no experience with interrogations, or resisting them!” They stand, so distracted they drop their cloak on the floor. “You’d have given the rest of us up immediately, and then where would we be?”

“Nukunya,” Kia says sharply.

“I cannot believe you would choose to do something so foolish,” Nukunya spits with chilly, dismissive anger. “Perhaps I would have been better off investigating by myself.”

“I wanted to help,” Masako protests, shrinking into herself like she wants to disappear. “My sister—”

“You’re not the only one with a missing family member!” Nukunya half-shouts. “They have my brother, too, or did you forget? You don’t see me haring off on a pointless adventure—against orders—and risking the lives of everyone else involved for my own selfish reasons!”

“Nukunya!” Kia snaps, shoving to her feet. “Sit the fuck down.”

“You’re defending her?” they ask in shock. “She almost got you killed!”

“And she feels fucking awful!” Kia says, flinging up her hands. “We already had this conversation! I yelled at her yesterday, she cried, she’s not gonna do it again! Repeating it is just gonna make all of us mad, and what we need is logic and planning, which we have been waiting on you to start, so I repeat: Sit the fuck down.”  She switches to Dhoo Jonam. “Can you stand there and tell me you’ve never made a mistake?”

Nukunya glares at her. Kia glares right back—she’s survived much worse than a glare. She survived much worse than a glare yesterday. Nukunya matches her eye contact for a long, furious moment, then inhales sharply through their nose and sits down.

“Are we all going to be cool now?” Kia asks the room in pidgin. Nukunya takes another slow breath and nods once, sharp as the fall of a blade. Masako has a handkerchief pressed to her eyes, but she also nods. “Great!” Kia announces, falsely sunny. “Then we can move on to something actually productive. Agreed?” Kia gets another round of nods, and allows herself to sit. No one starts yelling again, for which she is grateful.

No one says anything at all, actually. Masako’s trying not to cry, and Nukunya is glaring at the wall and possibly pretending to be alone in the room. Okay. Fine. They’ll just sit here in the most tense silence in Kia’s recent memory. Maybe they’ll sit here forever! Someone else can figure out a way to break the awkward silence for once; Kia’s tired of doing it.

“Breakfast!” Kaori announces as she bursts back into the room, a tray balanced on one hand. She pauses, takes in the atmosphere of barely-veiled anger, and raises one eyebrow. “Should I come back with this later?”

Nukunya shuts their eyes for a moment and forcibly relaxes their shoulders. “Stay, please,” they say, turning to Kaori with none of their previous anger in evidence. “Thank you for bringing it up for me.”

“Well, I was mostly bringing it up for me,” Kaori says with a shrug, appropriating another mismatched table for the tray and dragging over a footstool to sit on. “You just got lucky by being in the right place at the right time.”

“Nevertheless, I appreciate it.” Nukunya accepts a bowl and a spoon with a polite nod and an obvious appetite. They eat in satisfied silence for a few bites (Kia’s weirdly pleased to see them enjoying the peaches, even though all she did was slice them) and eventually pause long enough to say, “Can you describe what happened yesterday in more detail, please?”

“Oh, wait,” Kaori says around a mouthful of peaches. She swallows and, more intelligibly, adds, “Let me go get Sophia, she wanted to be here for this.”

“Will she be awake?” Masako asks, no longer on the edge of tears. Kia hopes this bodes well for future conversations.

“She will be by the time I’m done with her,” Kaori announces, disappearing out the door with her bowl still in her hand.

“Ominous,” Kia says to the emptier room.

“Efficient,” Nukunya counters.

“Ominous and efficient,” Kia amends. “Do you think she’s gonna be carrying Sophia over her shoulder when she gets back, or will Sophia be walking under her own power?”

Nukunya gives her a bewildered look. “Does it matter?”

Kia shrugs. “No, but it’s fun to think about. Masako? What’s your call?”

Masako makes a thinking noise. “I think Sophia’s going to be walking, but only because that would be less disruptive than being carried.”

“Good logic,” Kia says with a nod. “My bet is for Kaori carrying her. Nukunya? You still have time to get in on this.”

Nukunya covers their face with their spoon hand. “You are a very strange woman, Knife,” they say with something like exhaustion, even though she can see the smile they're trying to suppress.

“I get that a lot, and that’s not a guess,” Kia says breezily. “Time’s running out.”

Nukunya gives her an arch look over their hand, then takes another bite of porridge. “Walking, but holding on to Kaori’s arm.”

“Ooooh, splitting the difference!” Kia says approvingly. “Good strategy!”

“Yes, well, I do think things through,” they say while pointedly not looking in Masako’s direction.

“If you keep being shitty about this I will dump that entire pot of tea in your lap and I will not apologize for it,” Kia says conversationally. “I know I've had longer than you to get over this, but I’m also the one who was in actual danger, so I think my feelings take precedence.”

“I won’t apologize for being upset that you were in danger,” Nukunya says with a stubborn set to their jaw.

“No one’s asking you to. I’m just asking you not to be shitty to Masako about it, since if you’d thought it through, you’d know that won’t help.” Could they all just fucking move on? Kia would love being done with this conversation.

Nukunya slaps their spoon into their porridge, narrowing avoiding a spill disaster. “How are you so blase about this? What if one of you had been hurt?”

“We weren’t,” Kia points out, head slightly cocked. This explosion has a slightly different tone to it from the previous one, and she can’t quite suss out the difference.

“But you could have been,” Nukunya insists. “If Masako hadn’t sensed them coming—if she hadn’t reached you in time—” They pick up their spoon, then shove it back into the bowl angrily. “Both of you could have died, and where would I have been? Safe at home with no idea.” Their bowl clatters onto the tray as they run both hands over their head, clutching at their shaved scalp. “You keep saying we’re a team, but how are we a team if we’re not together when something happens?” In Dhoo Jonam: “Are we each other’s keepers or not?”

Oh. Oh. “You’re worried about us,” Kia realizes aloud, her irritation flowing into something softer and warmer.

“You could have died,” Nukunya insists, avoiding eye contact by glaring furiously at the floor.

“You’re worried,” Kia repeats, delighted and trying to ignore the pleased flutter in her belly. “Do you always yell when you’re worried, or was this a treat just for us?”

“I do not enjoy being left out of the loop,” Nukunya says instead of answering the actual question, taking a deliberately dainty bite of porridge. They chew, swallow, inhale slowly, and turn to Masako. “I apologize for yelling at you earlier. This was clearly a difficult time for you, and while my upset may have been justified, taking it out on you wasn’t.”

“Thank you,” Masako says with some surprise. She refills her teacup, admitting, “I did genuinely mess things up pretty bad, so I understand why you’re angry.”

“Be that as it may,” Nukunya says in a voice that indicates they won’t soon forget why they’re angry, even though they’re willing to move on, “we’re all safe, and we can work out what to do next together.”

“We’re going to have to work out how to do everything together,” Kia mutters, eyeing the increasingly-crowded bedroom. The sofa is long enough for someone to sleep on, at least, but she wonders if they can steal a bed from elsewhere in the brothel.

“And we’re back!” Kaori announces, opening the door into a much less tense situation than previous. “Sorry it took a little longer than I expected, we had to run by the kitchen and get more food.”

“If you want me here this early, you have to feed me,” Sophia says through a yawn, her hair sticking up every which way and a well-loved dressing gown falling off one shoulder. Disappointingly for Kia and Nukunya, she’s walking under her own power. (Good job guessing correctly, Masako!) She’s also carrying a third breakfast tray, and Kia looks around for another table. They’re starting to run out of surfaces.

“Move,” Sophia tells Kia, sitting down on what would have been her lap if she hadn’t scooted promptly. She plops the tray on her lap—neatly sidestepping the table issue—shoves a bite of porridge and peaches into her mouth, and washes it down with some tea. “Okay,” she says, thus fortified. “So what do we do?”

“First, we need to tell Nukunya the whole story in detail,” Kia says apologetically. “We didn’t get a chance to before Kaori went for you.”

Sophia grunts grumpily. “Do it, then. I can’t go back to sleep now anyway.” 

Daytime Sophia is delightful, Kia decides, all the artifice of Evening Sophia stripped away, leaving a somewhat plain-looking brown-haired woman with sharp eyes and a bad attitude. Kia wants to take her out to a plaza to get food from a stall and judge rich people’s outfits. It'd be fun as fuck.

“All right,” Kia says, instead of mentioning any of that. “So.”

“I wanted to investigate the docks,” Masako starts, an easy rhythm to the story from all the repetition. Nukunya doesn’t enjoy hearing about the mortal peril, but they don’t interrupt except to ask clarifying questions at a few points.

“The wastewater drains?” They frown over their teacup. “But why did you go all the way over to the spice district? They’d have led you right here.”

“They would have led us right here?” Masako repeats in disbelief.

“They would have led us right here,” Kia echoes, covering her face with her hands. “Fuck. Of course they would have.” She raises her eyebrows at Nukunya, exhausted all over again. “If only we’d had a map, or someone who apparently knows all about the wastewater drains.”

Nukunya opens their mouth to say something snippy, then thinks better of it. “I can get us a map,” they offer apologetically.

“By walking into an official building and asking, putting yourself at risk of being spotted by our enemies?” Kia asks pointedly.

“I can draw us a map,” Nukunya amends. “They’re obviously not safe to use all the time, between storms and the tides, but if we need a way to move through the city unseen...”

Oh. Oh no. Kia’s going to have to spend so much time in sewers, isn’t she? She hates this. She hates this with a white-hot fire mixed with a bone-deep fatigue. What has she done to be punished thus?

“A map would be great,” Kia says out loud, instead of voicing any of her dramatic internal monologue. Is she cursed? She should ask Lucían if there are curses that mean you end up in sewers all the fucking time, and if so, how one might go about lifting the sewer-curse.

“So we caught a few different public rides to make our way over here, and then the Knife started a fake fight with Kaori—”

“She slapped me,” Kaori interjects cheerfully. “I saw it coming so I could move with it, but it was very convincing.”

“—and Kaori gave us a token so the people in the kitchen of the brothel a few doors down would sneak us in through the secret passages,” Masako finishes doggedly, like someone running a race while three wiggling children distract her with questions. “I don’t know why there are secret passages, but at this point I’m just grateful.”

“They’re to hide from raids,” Nukunya says absently, mostly lost in thought.

“Raids?” Masako asks, eyes wide. Sophia shrugs and does a thing with her face like, “Yeah, so?”

Since that isn't an actual explanation, Kia adds, “Brothels aren’t legal everywhere, and I’m guessing they used to be illegal here?” 

Sophia, Kaori, and Nukunya all nod. “The law was struck down a little over a century ago,” Nukunya adds. “This November will be a hundred and seven years.”

“So I’m guessing a lot of the old brothels here date from when it was illegal, and they had to operate as secretly as possible. If you know you might get raided at any time, you start planning for ways to escape.” Kia gestures vaguely in the direction of the basement.

“Now we use them to get house-to-house in a hurry,” Sophia says around a mouthful of peaches. “Like maybe all the silk rope is in use, but you have a client who wants to be tied up, so you duck next door to borrow a hank of theirs.”

“Or when you get customers who get... weird about the workers,” Kaori says darkly. “I can keep them from coming in the front door, but when a girl wants to go shopping and doesn’t want to be seen by the guy who swears he loves her and wants to marry her, it’s a lot easier to let her out the back entrance at the end of the block so he never knows she’s gone.”

Masako does not seem pleased about the things she's learning. “That’s something you have to deal with here?” she asks Sophia with genuine concern.

“I think you get creepy weirdos in all jobs,” Sophia says philosophically, looking at Kia for confirmation.

“Any job where you deal with people,” Kia agrees. “I’ve pretended to work a lot of them.”

“But what we do is... intimate,” Sophia continues, “and people sometimes get confused about what that intimacy means, so when people get weird, they get really weird.”

“Gerta Goldlips—she’s retired from actually working now, but she runs one of the houses across the street,” Kaori explains to everyone but Sophia. “She has this story about how when she was twenty and the talk of the town, some rich sea captain wanted to marry her and wouldn’t take no for an answer? They had to ban him from the house entirely, and then he went to the magistrates and tried to buy the whole house so he could get to her.”

“What happened?” Masako asks, horrified.

“How bad did he get wrecked?” Kia asks, because she recognizes Kaori's gleeful tone.

“He wasn’t allowed to buy it, because it wasn’t for sale,” Nukunya—of all the fucking people—says, and all eyes in the room snap to them. “When he tried to strongarm the woman in charge of deeds into selling it to him anyway, she reported him to the auditors under the assumption that someone willing to engage in property crime was probably willing to engage in other crime, and he went down for tax evasion and never had the money to bother anyone again.”

Kaori gapes at them for a long moment. “How do you know that?”

Nukunya ducks their head. “I enjoy reading through the work archives when I have time. It was a notable case, very well-investigated, and the woman who documented it took excellent notes.”

Everyone considers that in silence for a moment.

“I feel like I should tease you about getting better hobbies,” Kia says with a considering air, “but I actually think it’s great when people can whip out random answers like that, so I just hope you have some hobbies that don’t involve work in addition to reading old archives.”

“I also enjoy light hand-to-hand training and crime novels,” Nukunya says primly. “I just happen to enjoy my work most of all.”

Kia hums half-agreement. It's not like she has room to talk—she can’t remember the last time she did something for fun that wasn’t also part of her work for the Guild. (Beating up the new recruits until they figure out how to fight back is hilarious and she won’t apologize for enjoying it.) She used to have hobbies, right? She’s sure she had hobbies.

“I’m sorry you have to deal with weird people like that,” Masako tells Sophia. “We get a few hangers-on at the shrine sometimes who think if they ask me the same question five different ways the kami will have a different answer for them, but no one’s tried to buy the place.”

“Of course they haven’t,” Nukunya interjects. “The laws were changed so that you’re not even allowed to approach someone with an offer if they haven’t registered an intent to sell with the proper authorities. It also cuts down on the number of rich landlords trying to buy out small family homes to turn them into overcrowded rentals.”

“Really?” Kia asks, immediately intrigued. “Has it worked?”

“Quite well,” Nukunya says, preening as though they personally were in charge of the updated law. “Southport prides itself on being a place where every new arrival can start on as equal a footing as possible.” Their expression goes a bit rueful, and they roll their eyes as they add, “The magistrates might not be interested in investigating kidnappings, but they want people to come here and spend their money, so we’re good at being welcoming, at least.”

“I’ve liked it here quite a bit so far,” Kia says honestly, and not just because of the mangoes. She might hate the public carriages, but they’re convenient and easy to ride once you get the hang of them, and having the sewer drain somewhere other than the river? Great planning. “Is there a chance you can get me a copy of that legal document about the landlord thing? I know some folks working in other cities who would love to pass similar legislation.”

“I can’t get it for you now,” Nukunya admits, “but when we’re done with this I’ll make you as many copies as you want.”

“Speaking of this,” Sophia breaks in pointedly, “what’s the plan?” She narrows her eyes and points around with her spoon. “You do all have a plan, right?”

“Not yet,” Kia says, sitting up attentively, “but I’m sure by the time we’re all done here we’ll have something worked out.”

“Why did you come wake me up for this?” Sophia laments to Kaori.

“You told me you wanted me to get you as soon as Nukunya got here,” Kaori says, shrugging. “You didn’t add any specifics around time of day.”

“Fuck,” Sophia mutters, then takes a resigned breath and turns to Kia. “So, where do we start?”
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Chapter 14
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THE BEST (NON-HORNY) thing about having Nukunya around is that Kia never has to be the designated note-taker. The second best thing (and it's a close second) is they’re great at drawing maps. Masako and Kia recounted the tale of the day before again while Nukunya wrote it down in great detail, asking occasional clarifying questions, and then drew a map of the docks from memory for their future reference.

“I’ll need to get down there to see it myself if we want something truly accurate,” they say apologetically, fussing over some pier placements as though not remembering the location of every single boardwalk was a huge disappointment instead of a minor error that wouldn’t affect anything at all.

“This is enough to start with,” Kia says, clapping them on the shoulder gratefully. “It’ll be a huge help, Nukunya. Ero kamano.”

“Well, I hope so,” they say, gaze averted. Kia bets that if their skin tone was lighter she’d be able to see the blush, and she smothers a smile before stealing away down to the kitchens.

“Mornings and evenings,” Farah tells her, wiping off her floury hands on a towel. Farah isn’t the head of the brothel kitchen, but she has seniority, and Kia’s on her good side both from her peach-slicing efforts and from complimenting the beautifully embroidered scarf covering Farah's hair. “They mostly come around in the evenings, though, because that’s when we know we have extra food that won’t keep. In the mornings we’re usually too busy getting prepped for the day to have food ready to give away, but if someone’s looking particularly peaky, Maureen will let us slip them a bowl of something.”

“It’s really good of you to do that,” Kia says warmly, giving Farah a smile that isn't flirtatious but should still make her feel like the best woman in the world. “A lot of people try to pretend street folks don’t even exist, let alone make sure they stay fed.”

Farah snorts, her broad, dark brows drawing together into a scowl. “Yes, well, everyone here knows we’re closer to being on the street than living in a manor with a private beach,” she says with no small amount of venom. “Some of us were hired off the streets. We take care of our own.”

“And I think that’s fucking fantastic,” Kia tells her honestly. This isn’t a grift, it’s the truth. “So if I wanted to ask a few folks to do a job for me—not dangerous, and I’ll pay well—what time should I come down?”

Farah sucks her teeth thoughtfully, rolling flatbreads out into rounds with practiced movements. “Probably a bit after nine. The people who want a full dinner upstairs have eaten by then, so we’re just sending up snack trays, and we hand out the big leftovers once we stop getting dinner orders.”

“I’ll be back at nine,” Kia says, slipping a coin into the pocket on Farah’s dress. “Or earlier, if you want me to peel something.”

“Be here at four for the peeling,” Farah says with a wink. Kia blows her a kiss on her way out. Step one accomplished.

The sense of accomplishment fades upon walking into the dilapidated bedroom to find Nukunya looking like they want to tear out their non-existent hair and Masako nearly in tears. Great. Kia gets to be diplomatic again! How fun.

“I thought we all agreed not to be assholes to each other?” she asks diplomatically. (Her version of diplomacy is anything that doesn’t involve knives.)

“They weren’t trying to be an asshole,” Masako says, wiping her eyes. Oh, Masako seems frustrated more than sad, and Nukunya has a hand on her shoulder midway through an awkward pat. “It was just—”

“I was drawing a map of the wastewater drainage system,” Nukunya says, handing a handkerchief to a sniffling Masako. “I was attempting to mark the path you took, and asked Masako to help.”

“Okay...” Kia pauses. “And that made Masako cry because...”

“Because I can’t help,” Masako finishes miserably. “I can't—I can't read maps, and I never remember where I've been. I get lost anytime I go outside of my neighborhood, and even in it I have to rely on the kami recognize anything. Why do you think I ended up having to ask Aiden for directions?” She sniffles, refusing to make eye contact. Kia takes a moment to absorb this information. Masako's always deferred to someone else when it came to travel plans, hasn't she? It was subtle, but now that Kia knows the reason it seems obvious.

“You don’t have to be good at directions and maps,” Kia says, giving Masako a much less awkward shoulder squeeze than what Nukunya provided. “That’s what me and Nukunya are for. That’s why we’re a team.”

“I guess.” Masako doesn’t sound convinced, which means it’s time for desperate measures. Kia gives Nukunya her best “Go with me, here,” expression. Nukunya raises an eyebrow but offers a tiny nod. Great! Teamwork!

Kia bursts into theatrical sobs and falls to the floor. “Nukunya,” she whisper-wails, ignoring Masako’s shock, “Nukunya, what am I good for? All I can do is pick locks and fight with knives really good—if I jump off a two story building I’ll break my legs instead of being able to magically slow my fall with a wind kami.” She flings her arms around their ankles. “How am I supposed to work well with other people who have different skillsets if I can’t command kami to influence nature on my behalf, as well as use them to sense when people with ill intent are approaching?”

“Okay, but—” Masako tries.

“How am I supposed to use my skills at disguise and stealth to accomplish anything alongside my team, if I can’t also draw every single map that exists in the city from memory?” Kia fake-cries into Nukunya’s trousers. “I’m good at murder, Nukunya, not at speed-reading ledgers and doing complicated accounting math in my head! How can I be useful if I can’t do everything?”

“Perhaps you could focus on using the skills you have to complement the skills of your companions,” Nukunya says solemnly, patting Kia on the head like a particularly obnoxious cat. “I understand that is why one works with a team.”

“You’ve made your point,” Masako says, both annoyed and trying not to laugh.

“Have I?” Kia peeks up at Masako with a shit-eating grin. “I can keep going.”

“If you don’t stop I’m going to dump the water pitcher on you.”

Kia unfolds herself from her misery-huddle immediately. “Do you feel better?”

“Yes,” Masako admits with visible reluctance. “It was very effective. And annoying.”

“My specialty!” Kia announces, leaning against Nukunya’s legs rather than getting up off the floor. “One of my specialties, which I am happy to bring to the team if no one else specializes in them.”

“Yes, I do take your meaning now.” Masako sighs. “You know it’s not the same, though. I bet neither of you get lost trying to buy tea at a shop that isn’t the one directly across the street from where you live.”

“There isn’t a tea shop directly across the street from where I live,” Nukunya says, like they can’t help themself. Kia elbows their shin, and they add, “But no, I don’t get lost easily.”

“I’m really good at finding my way back from things,” Kia says sympathetically. “It must be frustrating as fuck for you, getting turned around like you do, but you’ve figured out ways to compensate using the kami? That’s impressive.”

“Thank you,” Masako says, sounding less upset, and Kia scoots over to lean against her legs instead of Nukunya’s.

“Concentrate on the things you can do,” she advises, giving Masako's calves a squeeze. “We’re going to be relying on you as an early warning system in case they come back, and to make sure the building’s empty when we finally hit it. We need you for that, Masako. Let me and Nukunya do the fiddly map shit.”

“I’m sorry for upsetting you,” Nukunya adds, giving her a pat on the arm.

“Not your fault,” Masako says, looking awkward now about all the encouragement and apologies. To Kia she adds, “Nukunya has some questions about our route,” and then, to the room, “I’m going to meditate.” A small smile plays across her full lips. “Since I’m supposed to concentrate on the things I can do.”

“Atta girl,” Kia says, releasing Masako’s legs so she can go meditate... Ah, well, over in the corner, since this room is the only place in the brothel they can do such things. She and Nukunya will have to be quiet.

“Show me the map?” Kia asks in Dhoo Jonam in just above a whisper, wiggling her way into Masako’s abandoned chair.

“It’s fairly rough,” they warn, because apparently Kia hasn’t made it clear how impressive she finds their map-drawing prowess.

“We can smooth it out after we explore the tunnels some more,” Kia says, choosing to stick to business instead of offering compliments. (She can offer more compliments later.) “What have we got?”

***
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WHEN THEY HAVE AS MANY maps and plans as their current information allows for, Kia puts on some nondescript servant’s clothes and sets out to explore the brothel. There are almost no customers this early, and she wants to know every nook and cranny, every back passage and secret door, every way someone might get into or out of the building. Kaori is easily cajoled into giving her a tour, starting from a dusty attic barely large enough to stand up in at the very top all the way down to the secret passage leading to the basement below. Kia asks about other secret passages and is delighted to learn that, while the entrance to the underground tunnels is the only true secret passage, most of the rooms have hidden doors between them as part of the same raid escape plan that led to the creation of the secret tunnel in the first place. 

The part of Kia’s brain that thinks the world ought to have more secret passages loves this. The rest of her notes every potential escape option—between the secret doors, the servant’s passages, and the various ways to get to the windows, this is both the most secure (many places to hide, many ways to escape) and least secure (so many ways to get inside! Too many ways!) place she’s ever stayed.

When she’s done with the tour, Kia returns to her designated room with a full brain and an empty afternoon ahead of her. Kaori and Sophia assured her that the rest of the workers in the house know they’re staying in the nap room, and that they’ll keep quiet about it (they all knew Elara or someone else who’s gone missing), but that doesn’t mean she can wander the brothel during regular business hours. The kitchen doesn’t need her yet, and she can’t go outside other than to a little deck upstairs off the dusty attic, so she has a few hours to fill.

Masako and Nukunya appear to have come to the same realization, as she finds the former moving through a slow series of martial arts forms and the latter writing in a journal. Nukunya glances up and offers a nod. Masako doesn’t react at all, and after a moment Kia recognizes a type of moving meditation that the Kestrel does sometimes, too. The Kestrel taught her some of it, even. Kia could join in, or she could read through all her notes, or...

Kia surveys her options and heads for the bed. She’s gonna take a nap.

***
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KIA HEADS TO THE KITCHEN that evening after dinner to help scrub dishes. (No one’s ever mad to have help washing the dishes, and it’s a good arm workout.) This also means she’s present when a knock sounds at the kitchen door, and can peek out over Farah’s shoulder when she opens it. The light picks out a few faces in the darkness, thin and haggard around the eyes. Kia sets aside a rinsed plate, drying her hands as she makes her way over.

“Just the five of you tonight?” Farah asks, peering out into the alley. “Should I make up some extra bundles?”

“If you don’t mind, Miss Farah,” the one in front says, ducking his head politely. “There’s a cough going around, and Jane’s back playing healer with some of the others.”

A cough? Kia grabs Farah’s elbow as the cook heads for the leftovers. “I’m going to run up to my room really quick. Don’t let them leave before I get back down here, all right?”

“It’ll take me a bit to get these together,” Farah says with a nod. “You should have time.”

Kia squeezes her thanks and darts for the servant’s stairs, taking them two at a time. Masako and Nukunya startle as she bursts into their room, and she waves a hopefully reassuring hand at them.

“Just need to grab a few things for the mission,” she says, rifling through the appropriate shelf. “No one’s attacking, don’t worry.”

“Perhaps you could open with that when you come racing in like sea serpents are chasing you,” Nukunya says tartly. Kia ignores it, already out the door.

Farah’s still wrapping up packages when Kia gets downstairs, which is great since it means Kia has a moment to collect herself. Trying to hire someone while panting for breath isn’t the way to make a good first impression, especially if you’re a stranger hiring people for some mild espionage.

“What can I do?” she asks when she’s no longer in danger of wheezing when she speaks. Farah points her at a stack of clean linen wraps and the pile of leftovers. There were five people at the door, but between them they make up ten hefty bundles, which Kia helps carry them over.

“Come back tomorrow and tell us if you need anything specific for Jane and the others,” Farah tells the lead man, who Kia can now see has sharp blue eyes and messy brown hair. He’s barely a man, maybe two years into his twenties. Behind him there’s a girl with the same blue eyes, probably his sister, and then three people with fabric drapes over their heads and faces so they’re indistinguishable from each other. They don’t look as badly off as street folks Kia’s seen in other cities—bless these brothels for helping—but they don’t look like they’ve had it easy. Even as she watches one of them coughs, a horrible, wracking sound.

“I have a business proposition for anyone who’s interested,” Kia chimes in, handing over two bundles to the presumed sister. “As well as something that can help that cough you’ve got.”

The lead man’s eyes flick to Farah, and when she offers up a nod he relaxes slightly. “I’m listening,” he says, voice edged with suspicion. Kia doesn’t blame him.

“I need information,” she says, passing out the last few bundles. “There’s somewhere I need watched.”

“And you can’t watch it yourself because...”

“Because there are a lot of men with large clubs who’ll be looking for me, and if they find me, the large clubs will be aimed directly at my body,” Kia says bluntly.

The man raises an eyebrow at her. “So it’s fine if the clubs are aimed at me?”

“That would also be bad,” Kia agrees, “but they don’t know what you look like, so that won’t be an issue.” She flashes a coin between her fingers, the gleam of it bright and eye-catching. “No break-ins. No following people. Just sitting outside a building for a bit, and then telling me what you saw.”

“And then you’ll give us the stuff for the cough?” the sister asks brazenly. Her sharp eyes aren’t on the coin, they’re on Kia.

“Oh, no.” Kia makes the coin disappear. “I’ll give you the cough meds for free, here.” She holds up one of the vials, the potion inside glowing a pale green. Five pairs of eyes snap to it immediately, the light reflected in their pupils.

“Why’s it glowing?” the lead man asks.

“Because it’s magic.” Kia turns it around, letting them get a good look. “A friend of mine made it. He’s a mage, and a healer. If he were here he could put his hands on you and fix you up good as new, but since he couldn’t come, he sent me with these.” She cracks the wax seal on the cork and tips a few drops out on her finger. When she licks it the magic tingles against her tongue, trying to soothe a sore throat she doesn’t have. It’s deliciously minty. “Take a sip.” Kia offers it to the person with the cough. “You won’t need a lot, that should be enough for five or six people.”

The cougher looks at the lead man first. The lead man looks at Kia for a long moment before nodding. The cougher accepts the vial carefully and pulls down the drape over their mouth to take a sip, revealing a face much younger than Kia was expecting—this kid can’t be older than sixteen.

“Oh,” they say in surprise, looking at the vial.

“Merilee?” the lead man asks, immediately concerned. His eyes don’t leave Kia, and she notes that one of his hands strays toward his hip, where he presumably has a knife hidden. She approves.

“No, it’s good,” Merilee says, free hand pressed to their throat. “I can—I can feel it working.”

“It’s really wild when the Flame casts the healing spell directly,” Kia says, handing the cork to Merilee. “It’s like you feel the entire experience of getting over being sick in about thirty seconds. Takes a lot out of you.” She jerks her chin at the vial. “This is gentler, but slower.”

Merilee ducks their head in acknowledgment, the color returning to their wan cheeks. “Thank you, miss.”

“Of course,” Kia says with a little salute. She returns her attention to the lead man and pulls two more vials out of her pocket. “This should take care of all the sick people you have. It’s free, because my friend thinks sick people should have access to medicine, and I happen to agree with him.” A coin appears between the fingers of her other hand. “This is for someone to sit across from a building down at the docks and report back to me afterward.”

The lead man eyeballs her once more before snatching the coin with a speed that tells Kia he’s probably a great pickpocket. “Who are we watching and what do you need to know?”

Kia gives him the address and a little map Nukunya made with the location marked. “We need to know who goes in, who goes out, what time they do it, if you see them take any shipments, when the place is empty,” she recites, relief and satisfaction bubbling up inside her chest. “Guards. I’m especially interested in the presence of guards.”

The man nods. “You want anyone followed?”

“No. Observation only.” Kia makes her voice stern. “If men with clubs come after me, I’m prepared to defend myself. No one else needs to get on their shitlist.”

The man nods again, running his tongue over his teeth. His gaze drops to the two gently glowing vials still in her palm. “That’s really not pay for the job?”

“Medicine should go to people who need it,” Kia says firmly. “You could say no right now and I’d still give this to you.” She holds it out pointedly. “If this doesn’t help your friends, come back and I’ll see what else the Flame sent with me.”

The vials disappear into the man’s pockets somewhere. Kia doesn’t quite track where, so this kid is definitely a good pickpocket. “Who should I ask for when I come back?”

“Tell anyone in the kitchen you need to talk to Kara and they’ll come find me,” Kia says, glancing over at Farah, who’s been listening the whole time. Farah nods, and Kia adds, “That said, I’ll try to be down here in the evenings so you can find me right away.” She gives him a quick once-over. “Any chance I get to know who I’m hiring?”

The man regards her coolly for a long moment, trying to make her sweat. (Kia’s familiar with the technique.) “You can call me Gavin,” he says eventually, giving her a sarcastic salute. “Until next time then, Miss Kara.” At a gesture, all five of them melt away into the shadows.

“Do I want to know what that was about?” Farah asks, squinting out into the dark alley with Kia.

“Nothing that’ll cause any blowback for you or the brothel,” Kia says, hoping it’s true.

“Inshallah to that,” Farah decides, and shuts the door.

***
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KIA FINISHES WASHING the dishes before she turns in for the night, pleased as punch with the outcome of the evening. A few days of paid spying and they’ll have enough information to head out themselves, which means they’re one step closer to unraveling the whole tangle and getting Masako and Nukunya’s siblings back. (It’s also one step closer to Kia leaving Southport, which feels bad to think about for some reason, so she doesn’t.) She breezes into their room and it takes her three steps inside to recognize the weird energy. Masako is on a chair staring at the wall, while Nukunya sits bolt upright on the low couch and pretends not to see Masako at all.

Kia sighs internally. Fucking hell. She leaves for half an hour and all her diplomacy goes to shit. Now she has to fix it again! Fixing feelings shit isn’t supposed to be her job! Her job is marginally helpful comments while someone else fixes the feelings shit!

“What’s wrong now?” Kia asks the room at large, unpacking the very reasonable eight knives she has stashed on her person. Just because other people have decided to be awkward doesn’t mean she has to accept the awkwardness unto herself.

“We were discussing the sleeping arrangements,” Nukunya says stiffly. “It seems I will be taking the couch.”

“And I was saying that the bed is better, and we could probably share,” Masako says, equally stiff.

“Which is unnecessary, as I will be perfectly comfortable on the couch,” Nukunya counters.

“I’ve sat on that couch, and I don’t believe you,” Masako says stubbornly.

Kia smacks her last knife down on the shelf. “Move it,” she orders, marching at the couch like some kind of large animal at feeding time. Nukunya barely gets out of the way before she flings herself down on it experimentally.

Hm.

It’s not bad, actually. It helps that all of them are short motherfuckers, because if Glory tried to sleep on this couch her calves would dangle off the end. It’s not good, though. Kia tries a couple of positions and decides that, while she could sleep on the couch, if she did it for more than a night her aging body would absolutely regret it. There’s an unevenness to the upholstery that allows some of the wooden frame to poke through, and it’s a bit too narrow for her preferred sprawl.

“This fucking sucks,” she tells Nukunya bluntly. “You can’t sleep on this long-term.”

Nukunya sets their jaw. “I assure you that I will be fine.”

Kia squints at them. This is going to require a different approach, and since there isn’t a wizened village elder available to tell Nukunya they’re being ridiculous, it’s up to Kia to figure out how to make them admit it. “Okay, then,” she says, climbing off the sofa and gesturing at it theatrically. “By all means, get comfortable.”

Nukunya huffs a little frustrated breath, nostrils flaring. “Thank you for the permission,” they say icily, then manage to somehow lay down with posture so perfect it should be impossible. They lie on their back with their eyes shut. Kia's never been glared at through closed eyes before, and she's genuinely impressed. Nukunya's jaw flexes and releases, and their brows slowly pinch up. Eventually they roll onto their side, and Kia waits it out until they sigh and roll onto their other side. Their shoulders creep higher and higher around their ears, and finally they roll onto their back again with a displeased noise.

“It fucking sucks, right?” Kia says triumphantly.

“It is not the ideal sleeping surface,” Nukunya admits, sounding massively sulky and like they think it's undignified to sound massively sulky.

“That’s what I said,” Masako mutters from across the room, and Nukunya sits up, radiating frustration. 

“Regardless of the suitability of the couch, we simply cannot all fit in the bed,” they argue, the words sounding well-rehearsed.

“Not unless we wanted to snuggle all night,” Kia agrees, eyeing the bed. “Which I wouldn’t be opposed to. There was this one time on a Guild trip where the other tents caught on fire—”

“The two of you have already claimed the bed,” Nukunya says in a slightly louder voice. What, they don’t want to hear Kia’s hilarious “sleeping like stacked logs of firewood” story? “I’m not going to throw you out of it. I will manage with the couch.”

“What, and end up exhausted and brainless by day three?” Kia asks. This is the second time in two days she's had this conversation and she is annoyed. “We need you brainfull.”

“Then what do you suggest?” Nukunya asks sharply. “Because I don’t see another bed in here, and I have been assured this is the only space available to us.”

“I suggest we trade.” Kia points at the bed. “Two of us in there.” She points at the couch. “One of us on there. Each night one of us takes the couch, so no one’s stuck on it forever, and we get two nights in the bed for each couch shift.” She crosses her arms, raising her eyebrows at Nukunya. “Does that suffice?”

Nukunya looks like they want to argue, then they cock their head, eyebrows taking on a considering slant. “That does seem like the fairest solution,” they say, only a little bit reluctantly. 

“Thanks!” Kia offers up a bright, only mildly sarcastic smile. “I’m pretty good at figuring things out, actually, when people are being reasonable about my suggestions.” She turns to Masako. “Anyone else have any arguments they’d like me to settle tonight? Or can we go to bed?”

“I was ready to go to bed a while ago,” Masako mutters almost inaudibly.

“Sounds like Masako’s volunteering to take the couch tonight!” Kia announces cheerfully, ignoring Masako's betrayed glare. “Let’s find her some blankets!”

Finding Masako blankets is a simple proposition, since there are some spare linens in the top of the wardrobe. They’re a bit worn—like everything else—but perfectly serviceable, so Kia tosses them at the couch and lobs over an extra pillow while she’s at it. With three of them it takes a bit longer to rotate through the washbasin—Kia changes in the corner with her back to the room while Masako makes up the couch and Nukunya washes their face—but eventually they’re all fresh-faced, clean-toothed, and climbing into their respective sleeping spaces.

“I hope you’re fine with that side,” Kia says half-apologetically as Nukunya gingerly settles onto the mattress. “I already put my knives over here.”

“I would never try to separate a woman from her knives,” Nukunya says dryly. “Sleep well, Knife.”

“Plan to.” Kia's already horizontal. “You, too. Night, Masako!”

“This couch is terrible,” Masako calls back. “Goodnight.”

Nukunya huffs a laugh and blows out the last lamp, plunging the room into darkness. Kia hears them shift around a bit, and then there’s nothing but their breathing. Somewhere else in the brothel she hears a giggle, and somewhere else she hears a breathy moan, but it’s very distant, and the bed is warm, and Nukunya smells like sweet almonds.

Kia falls asleep before she quite realizes it.
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Chapter 15
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FIVE DAYS AFTER THEY first came to the brothel Kia thinks that, overall, they’re doing quite well with their weird involuntary pseudo-prison situation. Sure, they can’t go outside and once clients start showing up they have to confine themselves to their bedroom and the servant’s stairs, but during the day they have the run of the place, and the brothel staff welcome them warmly. Masako and Nukunya start playing an Eastern game using black and white stones with two women who’ve apparently kicked the asses of everyone else in the building so thoroughly no one will challenge them anymore.

(Kia tried watching a match, hoping for some trash-talk, but it was a lot of silent glaring at the board, so she left to go play cards with the guy who specializes in sexy rope bondage instead. Much more fun. They both cheat outrageously and then yell when they catch each other cheating. Kia feels right at home.)

Gavin returns each night with a report on the docks, which he recites rapid-fire to Nukunya down in the kitchen. (Kia doesn’t have to take notes! She loves it!) The medication she provided did wonders on the cough ripping through his flop, and he warms up to her after that. She also overpays him for his information, which helps keep him warm to her. You can always use more allies, and he’s using the money to support a lot of other people. It’s a good investment.

Between Gavin’s intelligence and Nukunya’s analysis of it, they inch closer to having an actual plan. It’s clear that a lot of business happens out of the dock office, but it’s also clear that the victims aren't there. Kia’s sure they’ll be able to find the location in the dock office, or something that will get them near it. She’s learned to trust her gut, which is telling her they’re close.

So. Not bad for less than a week in hiding. Everything’s going pretty well! 

Except...

Kia, given the opportunity, starts every single morning of her life with an orgasm. It makes her feel good! It’s a great way to wake up! It’s important for her mood! Sometimes people in her line of work turn to drink to cope. Kia’s considered her options and decided to turn to her right hand and a variety of blown-glass implements, thank you. It’s routine. She doesn’t have to think about it. She just does it, pending limitations like illness, injury, or a lack of privacy.

Kia has spent the last five days sharing a bed with two (alternating) people who have not consented to anything involving orgasms.

Kia has spent the last five days sharing a room with two people who have not consented to anything involving orgasms.

Kia is horribly, painfully, annoyingly attracted to the two people with whom she is sharing a room and who have not consented to anything involving orgasms.

Kia is suffering.

It would be one thing to be five days sans orgasm if she was sharing with her Guildmates, but she's not. Instead, Kia wakes up with Masako sprawled across half the bed, her braided hair an inky splash against the pillows and her face slack and unguarded. If it’s not that, then it's Nukunya curled up pillbug-style on their side, expression soft and gentle in a way it never is while they’re awake. They look incredibly kissable, and Kia can do nothing about it.

Sleeping on the couch ought to offer some relief, but what happens instead is Kia buries her face in a pillow that smells like the almond oils of Nukunya’s skin and the jasmine scent of Masako’s hair. The couch is just uncomfortable enough that Kia can’t sleep properly, which means she spends the night hovering in a dreamstate, and her dreams are shame-inducingly specific. That’s how bad it is! She feels guilty about horny dreams! Dreams she can’t control, and aren’t her fault!

It’s unreasonable, cramming her into a single room with Masako—whose lack of modesty in the shared baths continues—and Nukunya—who sleeps in a loose, well-worn tunic that’s practically transparent when backlit. What god did she anger to deserve the torture of Nukunya going through a well-practiced stretching routine every morning? How many ways can Masako eat fruit and lick juice off her thumb before Kia snaps and licks it off for her?

Another attack from some men with clubs would be a great way to work out all this horny energy, honestly.

In an attempt to purge some of said horny energy, in the afternoon of the fifth day she heads to the dusty attic and its attached balcony. They’ve been trading off exercising in the room, but when Kia goes hard she gets loud, and she doesn’t want to disturb the people who actually live here. This way Nukunya is free to review their notes, Masako is free to meditate and make offerings to the kami at the makeshift shrine she’s set up in a corner, and Kia is free to have half an hour of her life unhaunted by the supple curves of their necks.

(She thinks about taking advantage of the relative privacy of the attic to get herself off, but she has some standards. It’s dusty up here, and the relative privacy is extremely relative. Someone might need to get into one of these trunks. Best not to risk it.)

Kia gets through her strength training and has moved on to a series of high-speed knife drills out on the balcony when she hears the door creak open. She tenses, blade pointed at the silhouette inside. Yeah, she sort of wants a fight, but she doesn't actually want an attack, come on.

“Knife?” Kaori calls. “Nukunya said you’d be up here.”

“I am,” Kia says, slipping back into the last section of the drill. “Is it urgent?”

“I don’t think so?” Kaori sounds uncertain, and pads across the attic to stick her head out the window. “They just wanted to talk to you about The Plan.” She says “The Plan” with emphasis, as though quoting Nukunya directly. “I get the feeling they’re getting antsy just waiting around and they want to actually do something.”

“Them and me both,” Kia mutters, switching to a new knife drill, one that uses two blades. “That’s why I’m up here stabbing air.”

“Effectively,” Kaori says, eyes on the flash of Kia’s steel. “Pretty sure the air would be dead at this point if it were possible to kill.” 

“I’ll get it one of these days,” Kia deadpans, ending on a tricky little flourish and tucking her knives away. She takes stock of her body while she stretches, finding pleasant fatigue and a general calmness that she welcomes. The horniness is still present, of course, but she thinks she can get through a planning session with Nukunya without wondering whether their skin tastes like the almond oil they use to moisturize or whether it’s just a scent thing.

Probably she can get through a planning session without thinking about it.

Probably.

***
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IT’S A PRETTY SIMPLE plan, frankly. Kia’s going to dress up like the fabric-swathed street folks in Gavin’s gang and sit on a street corner with them all day, close enough to the target to watch the comings and goings but far enough away that it won’t look like that’s what she’s doing. Street begging is basically a guaranteed way to stay unnoticed, because if someone made eye contact then they might have to give you money, and that would be horrible.

(Kia gives money to beggars reflexively. Either they need it, in which case she’s doing the right thing, or they don’t, in which case she’s made someone slightly richer while trying to do the right thing. Both are fine.)

The trickiest part will be getting to the docks speedily without being spotted leaving the brothel, and without Kaori taking her over in a carriage. (Kia soundly shot down Kaori's offer—a beggar spotted leaving a carriage is worse than a beggar speedwalking through the city for close to an hour. Why the fuck did Southport have to be so big?) It’s not the trickiest by much, thankfully. Workers in the red-light district frequently wear veils outside for sun protection (or so they don't get recognized by customers with poor boundaries), so Kia’s going to leave from the kitchen a few buildings down in a veil and change into her beggar disguise at Gavin’s hideout. It’s gonna be easy-peasy!

In spite of the easy-peasy-ness, Nukunya tosses and turns for easily half an hour after Masako’s already fast asleep. As the person sharing the bed with them on this particular night, Kia gets to share in their antsiness. This is both unfair and annoying. She’s not the one being antsy. After the fifth time Nukunya rolls over with a frustrated huff, Kia fumbles her hand onto their shoulder.

“Do you need something to help you sleep?” she whispers in Dhoo Jonam. “Like a hard punch to the head?”

Nukunya huffs again, at least sounding amused this time. “I believe you know that would very likely cause a permanent sleep.”

“So it’d be very effective,” Kia agrees, sleepy and pleased about managing to make them laugh.

Nukunya makes a quiet sound like, “Can’t argue there,” and silence gently falls. Someone down the hallway giggles, then shushes an indistinct masculine voice. They manage thirty more seconds of comfortable nothing before Nukunya rolls over again.

“Okay, seriously.” Kia sits up. “What, I ask in the spirit of helpfulness, the fuck?”

“Mos ahinya,” Nukunya apologizes, sitting up as well. They're an indistinct gray, hunched-forward shadow in the darkness. “I don’t know why I can’t settle.”

“Koro, figure it out quick, or I’ll gently smother you to unconsciousness so I can get some shut-eye.” She aims at her best guess and manages to elbow them in the arm. “I’m the one that has a big day kiny. I need my beauty sleep.”

“Mos,” they say again, shifting against the mattress. “I’ll switch with Masako—”

“Masako’s asleep,” Kia hisses, catching their arm. “Don’t wake her up and make this her problem, too. Tell me what you need.” Okay! Getting a little personal there! “To get to sleep,” Kia adds, trying to make the question less weird and invasive.

Nukunya sighs but stops trying to get out of bed. “Maybe I’m feeling cooped up?”

“Aren’t you a weird smartypants who likes to spend all their time working or reading about notable audits from history?” Kia asks, cocking her head.

There’s a pause. Kia gets the impression Nukunya is giving her a wry, long-suffering look. “Ayie, but normally I get to take walks outside in between working and reading about notable audits from history.”

“Fair enough,” Kia says with a nod she knows they can't see. She tugs on Nukunya’s arm, valiantly ignoring the firm warmth of muscle under the softness of their worn-thin pajama sleeve. “Put on a robe or something and grab some sandals. We’re going on an adventure.”

“Ten at night, famously a maber time for that,” Nukunya mutters, but they gamely shuffle out of bed. (Masako sleeps through all of this with easy, even breaths. Kia’s a bit jealous.) She leads them into the back stairs, and then up, up, up. They hear snatches of conversation as they go, music and laughter and the unmistakable sounds of fucking. (Again, Kia’s a bit jealous.)

“Where are we going?” Nukunya asks as they start the next flight of stairs.

“It’s a surprise,” Kia sing-songs. They'll find out in about thirty more seconds, anyway. Nukunya makes a lightly exasperated noise and continues to climb stairs without complaint. Good. They’re climbing all the stairs. 

The attic is as still, cramped, and dusty as always. Kia ignores it to get to the window, which she slides open and ducks through, shoulders dropping as soon as she out on the balcony. Ah, but it is nice to be outside.

“Surprise,” Kia drawls, offering a hand to Nukunya through the open window.

“A window,” they deadpan, setting warm fingers in hers and climbing through. “It’s just what I’ve always wanted.” They blink and look around, their features finally visible in the distant light of the streetlamps below and the silvery shine of the moon. “Oh. I didn’t know this was here.”

“It’s ber, right?” Kia says, delighted both by their reaction and the niceness of an extended conversation in Dhoo Jonam and their continued hand-holding. She quietly resolves to see how long it lasts and gently tugs them toward the railing of the secret balcony. It can’t be seen from the street below, which makes Kia wonder if the original brothel owner wanted space to privately fuck outside. The why is immaterial, though, since it means there’s a place she can train and see the sky where she doesn’t have to worry about being spotted.

And now it means it means she can share it with Nukunya, who turns their face to the moon and inhales the salt air with a serenity she hasn’t seen in days.

“It is ber,” they agree, drinking in the starry sky.

“And the roof tiles are too steep for someone to be able to easily climb up them, so it’s incredibly defensible,” Kia adds cheerfully. “You’d just have to give them a push and they’d slide all the way back down to the gutterline.”

Nukunya blinks at her. “Ero kamano for sharing that information,” they say after a moment. “Very comforting.”

“Thought you’d like to know,” Kia says, nudging them with her shoulder. Nukunya drops her hand—disappointing—and leans on the railing. Kia mirrors the movement, their shoulders touching, and she revels in the warmth through their nightrobes as they breathe the cool air.

“Is there something that’s actually bothering you about kiny?” Kia lets her hand drift along the railing until her pinkie touches theirs. “Or is it just generalized worry?”

Nukunya sighs hugely, slumping slightly out of their usual perfect posture. “I’m not entirely sure. It may be some of both.”

Kia nods. Nukunya hasn’t moved their hand, so she leaves hers where it is. “Do you want to talk about it? If you don’t want to talk about it I can tell you stories of Guild missions to distract you, or dirty jokes, or teach you how to swear in Lengua.”

Nukunya glances at her sidelong. “You don’t want to talk about it, do you?”

Kia grimaces. “I mean, I will if I have to, but normally there’s someone else along on the mission to do all the feely-weely stuff, koro I just get to make smart-assed comments and stab people.” She huffs in annoyance, raising her eyes beseechingly to the sky. “But since there isn’t a feely-weely person on this one, I’m stuck doing it, koro tell me your fucking problems. Or don’t. Whatever.”

Nukunya looks at her in silence for a long, frozen moment and then claps a hand over their mouth. Their shoulder starts shaking where they're pressed together, followed by their whole body. They curl forward, hand clenching on the railing, breath catching with how hard they’re trying to suppress their reaction. Kia raises an eyebrow, and Nukunya confirms her suspicions by belting out a, “Hah!” and dissolving into helpless, wheezing laughter.

“There you go.” Kia pats them on the back soothingly. “Get it all out, you’ll feel better.”

“I think that’s—that’s something you’re supposed to say when people are vomiting,” Nukunya manages between unholy cackles.

“It works for a lot of things,” Kia insists, barely tamping down on her own sympathetic giggles. Both of them losing their shit won’t help, and she thinks there’s some actual talking they probably still need to do. (Ugh.)

“You are the most supremely uncomforting person I think I have ever met,” Nukunya says when they’ve finally stopped gasp-laughing, wiping their eyes. “They say I’m not ber with people, but you must take the record.”

Kia grins brightly. “Oh, sure, but you feel better now, don’t you?”

Nukunya freezes mid eye-wipe. “Huh.” They don't sound particularly pleased. “I suppose I do.”

Kia spreads her hands. “There you go.”

Nukunya gives her an appraising, suspicious look. “Was this your plan all along?”

“Bold of you to assume I had a plan.” Kia stretches her linked hands upward until her back pops. “I just figured if I got you out of the room you’d stop trying to sand your way through the sheets.” She considers the size of the balcony. “Might have offered to fight you.”

“And that would have been trying to help?” Nukunya asks, dry as Kia’s skin in the dead of a Knightsrest winter.

“You’d be amazed the problems a good brawl can solve,” Kia insists. “You’d sleep a lot better afterward.”

“Nikech you’d knock me out?”

“Nah, nikech you’d be tired, and so embarrassed at how hard I kicked your ass you’d go to sleep out of emotional self-defense, as a way to not think about it.” Kia glances at them as she drops the stretch, and Nukunya’s eyes snap forward away from... 

Wait. Were they checking out her tits?

“You seem very confident that you’d win,” Nukunya comments, carefully not looking at her now, because they were definitely eyeing her tits.

“Kicked your ass last time we fought,” Kia points out, choosing not to acknowledge the ogling but experiencing a flutter of smug arousal. Maybe she’s not the only one feeling the effects of the forced intimacy.

“I held my own,” they mutter. They glance around and, after a moment’s contemplation, sit against the wall, gaze on the sky. “It’s truly lovely up here. Ero kamano, again.”

“Of course,” Kia says with a shrug, dropping to sit at their side. “Should have shown it to both of you before now, really, I’ve been all over this place.”

“I suppose we’ve been preoccupied,” Nukunya says with a sigh. Kia hums agreement and the conversation lapses again. A sea shanty drifts up to them on the breeze, drunken voices from the street below raised in something like harmony. It’s companionable and heartening, knowing that people are still out there having fun even with everything else going on.

Wish that was me, Kia thinks with a gentle jealousy. It’s not even real jealousy—Kia knows in her heart of hearts that this is what she’s meant for, solving messy problems for people who can’t solve them on their own. 

(Sometimes with stabbing.)

“I worry,” Nukunya says, practically a whisper. It sounds like they have to force the words out, so Kia stays silent. If she pretends she’s not here, it’ll be easier for them to pretend they’re saying it to the stars instead of to a person. That little internal lie can help, and Kia... She wants to be someone Nukunya can depend on for more than just skill in a fight.

“I’ve been worrying about Kwami for so long it feels like I’ve always been worrying about him,” Nukunya continues after another salt-scented silence. “I know at some point I didn’t worry like this, but sani I can’t remember feeling another way.” A pause. They breathe together, slow and easy. “I’m not used to working with people. I’m not... I’m not ber at it. Not like you.”

Kia chances a hum, just enough to acknowledge she’s listening. She leans her shoulder against theirs and they sway into the touch immediately.

“I understand all your points about working as a team being better, but it seems as though all that’s happened koro far is I’ve gained new people to worry about.” They exhale sharply through their nose and tip their head into the wall with a quiet thump. “I want to trust that you’ll keep yourself safe, but it feels like the second you leave my sight something will happen to you, and I won’t be able to do anything about it.” They swallow audibly. “That’s what happened to Kwami.”

Kia sighs with feeling. Yep. That’ll do it. “What happened to your brother isn’t your fault,” she says, fully expecting an argument.

“I know that logically,” Nukunya says, frustration in every word. “He’s a grown man. It would be ridiculous to swaddle him to my chest like a nyathi, but I—” They hiss in irritation.

“Still feel guilty,” Kia finishes, playing the edge of her robe between her fingers. “Nikech your feelings aren’t logical.”

“That seems to be the case,” Nukunya says, ice dripping from each syllable. Oh, they are so mad about having feelings! Kia stargazes very determinedly, because if she looks at Nukunya she’s going to start cooing over them like they’re a kitten.

“Koro when I tell you that, even if we hadn’t teamed up, I’d be out here trying to fight these fuckers on my own...”

“I understand that logically, and I understand that you’re very skilled at what you do,” Nukunya finishes for her, the ice melted away and leaving exhaustion behind, “but the worry says that if I can’t see you, something rach will happen.”

“The worry needs to shut the fuck up,” Kia says, risking a gentle poke to Nukunya’s temple.

“In fairness to the worry,” Nukunya says wryly, batting her hand away, “as soon as you and Masako were out of my sight you were attacked by men with clubs.”

Kia sucks her teeth and nods. “That probably didn’t help.”

“Your capacity for understatement is impressive.” Nukunya’s sarcasm is starting to sound a little fond around the edges, which certain parts of Kia find very flattering. “I don’t mean to give the impression that I find you incompetent when the opposite is true,” they add, rubbing their hands over their face in one of the most outward signs of inner turmoil she’s seen from them so far. “I am... finding myself less able to compartmentalize my worry than I would prefer.”

“Feelings,” Kia agrees in tones of great disgust. “Fuck ‘em. They’re the worst.”

“They have their place.” Nukunya pauses thoughtfully. “I simply wish they would stay within it.”

Kia barks a laugh and chances a glance over at Nukunya to find them looking at her sidelong, a pleased shape to the shadowed planes of their moonlit face. Thump-thump goes Kia’s traitorous heart, refusing to stay in its place at all, and she clamps down on her body so she doesn’t look away with a fluster. That would be too revealing. She can’t allow people to see her flustered.

(It would be nice to have someone she trusted enough to be flustered about, a tiny lonely part of her soul laments. It would be nice to have someone she didn’t have to be strong in front of all the time. It would be nice to have someone to rely on both in and out of fights. It would be nice.)

“Tell me about your brother,” she says, instead of any of that. Nukunya tilts their head, looking at her more fully. The moonlight reflects off their skin in silver, like inlaid mother-of-pearl on darkly stained wood. “I can’t make you not worry—you can’t stab feelings, and trust me, I’ve tried—” 

Nukunya’s moon-silvered face twitches into a smile, and Kia’s heart thump-thumps again. 

“—but my bibi used to say you can’t stop a bird from landing on your head, but you don’t have to let it build a nest there.”

Nukunya frowns at her. “What is the bird, in this context?”

“Yeah, it’s one of her weirder ones. Just because you can’t stop the worry doesn’t mean you have to give up and let it take over. Say hi and then wave it on by thinking about something else.” She taps them on the knee. “You can start by telling me about Kwami. I know he embroiders or they wouldn’t have snatched him, but what else?”

Nukunya regards her silently for a moment. “He likes embroidering birds the best.” Their eyes go a little distant, a soft fondness suffusing their face. “He likes birds in general—he found all the ber nesting sites within a two mile radius of our house so he could sketch them. He’d feed them on his windowsill and keep track of which types would show up.”

“Sounds messy,” Kia comments, based on her experience watching birds eat.

“Oh, it was a nightmare,” Nukunya agrees. “He was in charge of cleaning as soon as I figured out what he was doing. I just thought he was an incredibly messy eater. For years.”

“Was it just the two of you?” Kia asks, keeping her tone light. It’s a rough question to ask, but from the way Nukunya talks...

“Ten years since our parents passed,” Nukunya confirms. “I was twenty-three. He was fifteen.” They shift a little, settling more comfortably and in the process increasing the warm pressure against her shoulder. “We have two aunts, but we don’t live near a lot of other lake people, so it was... Lonely. I think the birds gave him something to look forward to, in the first few months afterward.” Their eyes slip sideways to her, and with an air of faint embarrassment, they admit, “I’ve been feeding them while he’s been... gone.”

Oh, no. Nukunya’s being adorable again. Awful. Terrible. How dare they.

“What about sani?” Kia asks, trying to ignore the adorableness. “Since you’re—” and she gestures at Nukunya’s presence on the balcony, which is definitely not where they usually live.

Nukunya goes even more embarrassed. “I may have left a note for the neighbor explaining the rough strokes of the situation and asking her to keep it up until we return.”

Fuck, that’s even more adorable. Kia’s in trouble. “I’m sure Kwami will be happy to learn that when we get him back.”

“I hope so.” Nukunya slumps, letting Kia support more of their weight. “I hope he’s as well as he can be. He’s... better with people than I am, which is ber, but it means he’s more...”

“Tender?” Kia suggests when Nukunya trails off.

They hum, nodding. “Easily hurt.” Their mouth twists. “Yet another reason for me to worry about him.”

“Yet another skill you can try to trust he’s using,” Kia corrects, elbowing them lightly. “Ber with people means making friends with the other victims. It means planning. It means taking care of each other, being each other’s keepers. It means hope.”

Nukunya squints at her silently for a few breaths. “Hm.”

“What? Kia bats her eyelashes. “Captivated by my stunning good looks?”

Nukunya snorts. “Ooyo. You said something actually reassuring. I was surprised.” Underneath the sarcasm there’s a genuine warmth, and the nervous tension that drove them up here seems almost entirely drained from their body.

“I told you I’d do the feely-weely shit if no one else would,” Kia says, elbowing them again and getting her arm slapped for the trouble. “Speaking of feelings: how are yours?”

Nukunya hums thoughtfully. “Better, I think. Ero kamano.”

“You can thank me by going the fuck to sleep.” Kia pushes herself upright with a stretch and a fresh slew of spine crackles. “You think you can manage that?”

“I can try.” Nukunya accepts Kia’s proffered hand and allows her to pull them upright. They pause, hands still clasped, and give hers a squeeze. “I am really very grateful that you showed me this,” they say, low and sincere. “It was... very helpful.”

All the soft feelings that Kia smashed down come crawling out of the pit she forced them into, wiggling through every inch of her body and lighting her up. Nukunya’s hand is warm and their face is soft, an ink painting in the moonlight. 

Close enough to touch.

Close enough to kiss.

“I’m glad it helped,” she says lightly, heart skittering in her ribcage. “And I’m glad you’ll be able to fucking sleep now, so I don’t have to murder you.”

Nukunya smiles, which does absolutely nothing to make them less kissable. “I’m glad not to be murdered,” they say, they twinkle in their eyes barely visible. “It’s not an experience I’m eager to try.”

“I haven’t had any complaints so far,” Kia points out. They’re still holding hands. Should they kiss? Most of Kia thinks they should kiss. The part that doesn’t think they should kiss is working very hard to restrain the rest of her.

“I think if you consider your words, you will understand why you don’t have any complaints about your murders,” Nukunya says evenly, giving her hand another squeeze and then dropping it so they can climb through the window. Kia flexes her hand mournfully and follows them in. Apparently Nukunya didn’t feel like they should kiss, so they’re not going to be doing any kissing tonight.

It’s for the best, she tells herself, annoyed. They’re living in each other’s pockets; of course the lines of intimacy are going to get all jumbled. She’s just horny and the reverse of lonely. It doesn’t mean anything.

“It’s because I’m super fucking great at murders, obviously,” Kia says as obnoxiously as she can, shutting the window. (She checks the latch twice, since just because it’d be hard to break into the brothel via the balcony doesn’t mean she'll just leave a potential entry point unsecured.) Nukunya hums noncommittally instead of engaging with her—probably the correct choice—and they slip back down the servant’s stairs.

Masako is—predictably and pleasantly—still asleep, allowing them to re-prepare for bed. Kia slides between the now-cooled sheets with a shiver, and she hears Nukunya hiss quietly as they do the same. The energy is different now. Quieter. Nukunya feels settled, which maybe Kia shouldn’t care that much about, but here they are.

It’s not quite restful, though, which is why when Nukunya rolls toward her and whispers, “Would it be all right if...” while sliding a hand across the sheets, she’s absolutely unsurprised.

“Do you just want to hold hands, or do you want the full cuddle?” she breathes, catching their hand and tracing her thumb along their pinkie.

“Just the hands, please,” Nukunya says, sheepish even in a whisper. They tap their thumb against her knuckles twice, a gentle acknowledgment. “Otieno maber, Knife.”

“Ne in bende, Nukunya,” Kia says, smushing her face into her pillow. 

Miracle of miracles, they actually sleep.

***
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KIA WAKES UP IN THE morning nicely warm in a way that she hasn’t felt in ages. She does a little stretch and wiggle, sleepily seeking the source of the warmth. The whole sensation is familiar, so she’s not worried, but it feels vaguely unusual, so she’s curious. Unwilling to open her eyes and do a proper investigation, she tries another exploratory wiggle, which gets her a shaky inhale from whoever’s sharing her bed, and then they wiggle, except it’s not much of a wiggle, it’s more of a grind—

Kia wakes up all at once, which is her least favorite way to wake up. That was Nukunya she snuggled against, and also Nukunya who did the grinding thing. In spite of Nukunya only requesting handholding the night before, while sleeping they decided they’d like significantly more body contact. Kia’s wrapped up as the little spoon, which she’d be enjoying if it weren’t so awkward. There’s an arm around her waist and a persistent pressure against one of her glutes that she’s never felt personally, but she can figure out what it is from context.

So that’s what a boner feels like, Kia thinks with a frantic edge. She’ll admit to a certain level of horny curiosity about Nukunya’s trouser region, but if she was going to learn about it directly, she certainly hoped it would happen while they were awake and consenting. 

The bed must be cursed. Or Kia’s cursed. There’s a horny curse going on in this brothel somewhere, and Kia’s bearing the brunt of it. 

Currently the brunt of it is poking her in the ass.

Kia turns her head into the pillow and lets out a long, silent scream. Nanezzi save her, how has this become her life?

When she’s done with her breakdown she sets about freeing herself from Nukunya’s cuddle—fucking tragic when it’s the best damn cuddle she’s had in ages—without waking them up. The fewer people aware of the boner situation, the better. All of her experience with grappling in a fight comes into play, and she manages to slip out from under their arm without so much as a sharp inhale. Once the arm has been nullified it’s easy to wiggle the rest of the way out of the bed, and just as easy to crouch on the floor with her head in her hands to have another small breakdown. Can a person literally explore from pent-up horniness? Kia worries that she’s in danger of finding out.

Hooves clop by on the cobblestones outside, slightly muffled but loud enough to cut through Kia’s mental spiral. People are up and about, making deliveries and living their lives. It’s comforting, and a reminder that Kia also has stuff to be doing. Stuff that might serve as a distraction, even.

Kia sighs and gets dressed. The kitchens will have something for her to peel, anyway.
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Chapter 16
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FORTUNATELY FOR KIA, nothing else arousing happens that morning—other than one woman’s titty falling out of her robe when she collects her breakfast tray, but she’s not someone Kia’s cunt has imprinted on sexually, so it barely registers—and she manages to get through five more conversations about the plan over breakfast without screaming at anyone or stripping naked. Yes, she’ll be safe, yes, she knows where she’s going, no, she will not start any fights, now can she go?

Kia thinks she’s keeping it together up until she takes off her veil to change into her second disguise. Gavin takes one look at her and immediately asks, “What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

“What isn’t?” Kia asks reflexively, which gets a snicker from a rag-wearing woman to Gavin’s left. “Here,” she adds, tossing a small coin pouch in his direction and watching with a professional approval as he makes it disappear. “Whose getup am I borrowing?”

“A bit of all of ours,” says the woman who snickered, hefting a bundle. “We had a whip-round since we knew you’d be in need, poor dear.” She says this in exactly the cadence of a particular kind of rich person who wants everyone to know how much they care about the poor without actually doing anything about the poor, like giving them money. Kia immediately likes her.

“Thank you for your generosity,” she says solemnly, accepting the bundle with gravitas. “Couldn’t do it without you.”

“Probably could,” the woman says with a sniff, “but lucky you, you don’t have to.”

Kia gives her a little salute and pulls on a tunic that only smells medium unwashed. There’s work to do.

The sarcastic woman—Rashida—turns out to be Kia's spying partner for the day. She has a limp that doesn’t stop her from walking faster than most of the morning dawdlers, and furthermore doesn’t stop her from grabbing the back of a loaded-down vegetable cart and tucking herself in among the cabbages with the owner none the wiser. Kia leaps up next to her and lets her feet dangle as they rattle toward the docks. Rashida naps, while Kia keeps a weather eye open. Mostly for men with clubs who want to kill her, but if someone attempted a kidnapping right in front of her when she could track them directly to their hideout? She wouldn’t say no.

Sadly, no one attempts a kidnapping where Kia can see it, the ride uneventful-to-boring. Considering that Kia hasn’t been properly outside in over a week, getting to see people again is eventful enough to keep her attention until Rashida comes back awake all at once and jumps off the cart as it rounds a corner. Kia follows smoothly, offering a steadying hand to Rashida, which she uses to drag Kia down an alley.

“Gavin says you know what you’re doing?” she says, not quite a question.

“It’s not my first stakeout.” Kia shrugs. “And not my first stakeout in disguise.” She adjusts the wrap covering her face and adds, “Not even my first in this kind of disguise. It’s going to be mostly a lot of boring sitting. Our asses are going to go numb, we’ll only get a little bit of useful information, and then tomorrow I’m going to have to come back and do it again.”

Rashida nods, wrapping a drape of fabric across the lower half of her own face. “Any money we make today comes home with me.”

“If you tried to give any of it to me, I would think something was wrong with you,” Kia tells her. Rashida snorts and stalks off like the world annoys her by existing. When she’s almost at the mouth of the alley her body language changes entirely, the limp more prominent and her shoulders curling in. Kia catches up and offers an elbow, letting herself shrink timidly, head down. Rashida leans on her heavily, the transformation so effective even Kia worries for a moment before remembering the grift.

“On the corner,” Rashida says, voice low but just as brusque. “The owners of that building only come around a couple times a week, so there’s no one to kick us out.”

Kia nods and steers them in that direction. It’s a good lookout spot and a good panhandling spot—they’ll have a clear view of the entire street, and of anyone heading to the dock offices. There’s even an awning—Kia’s made do with much worse.

“Your place is third from the right,” Rashida says under her breath. “They won’t get here for another half hour or so if they stay consistent.”

Kia hums and helps Rashida settle down on the jut of the stone foundation of the building where it makes sort of a bench. “If I go sneak around the building for a bit, is anyone going to take notice?” A few of the offices are already open and she can hear a ship being unloaded off on one of the actual docks, but this little square is fairly quiet. That's both better and worse for sneaking—no one around to spot you, but it’s easier to disappear into a crowd.

Rashida stretches out her bad leg and winces slightly as she rolls her ankle. “Wait a bit. A couple of those food stall wagons set up later. If you look like you’re begging from one of them, they’ll pretend they can’t see you.”

“Of course,” Kia says, matching Rashida's eye roll. She plops down at her feet, wiggles her nose against her face wrap, and prepares for a lot of waiting.

The first exciting thing that happens (for a given value of exciting that’s extremely low excitement) is the office opens right when Rashida said it would. It’s good to know that they keep regular hours—she, Nukunya, and Masako could probably break in with no witnesses if they came ass-early in the morning. (They’ll break in at night, of course, but it’s nice to have options.)

The next exciting thing that happens is an apologetic-looking man buys three roasted fish on skewers and offers two of them to Kia and Rashida. Kia could have bought her own fish, but it’s important to stay in character so she babbles thanks in three languages until he escapes out of pure embarrassment, then eats her fish with her face hidden behind her held-up sleeve. Veiled people exist and eat in public all over Southport, so it’s not like anyone finds it weird.

The third exciting thing that happens is Aiden shows up a little after midday. Kia grunts in recognition, and Rashida follows her eyeline.

“Oh,” she says, the words dripping with dislike. “Him.”

“You know him?” Kia extends a pleading hand toward a passing woman who yanks her hems away like Kia’s touch might light her skirt on fire. Fucker.

“He’s never given us a coin,” Rashida says witheringly. “Look at how he’s dressed. He has money, and he wants you to know it, but doing something with it other than flaunting it? Never even occurred to him.” She turns her head and mock-spits. “Layla was digging through their trash trying to find something to eat and when he caught her at it he threatened to have her arrested. I wouldn’t piss on him if he was on fire.”

“It’s the trash,” Kia says, lifting her eyes to the sky in exasperation. “Once you throw it away you don’t get to be mad if someone else takes it. That’s how trash works.” If they find someone digging through the refuse at the Guild, they bring them inside and feed them something not fucking rotten. It’s not hard.

“Your lips to the gods’ ears,” Rashida says, shaking her head. “He who you’re after?”

“He’s definitely involved.” Kia stretches, keeping the building in her peripheral vision. “He’s not one of the ones who actively tried to kill me, but that doesn’t mean I won’t kick his ass if I need to.”

“Make sure you get a few kicks in for me and Layla,” Rashida tells her, a wicked grin glinting in her eyes. “You know. If you have to.”

“I would love nothing more,” Kia tells her honestly, and settles in to wait.

***
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THREE DAYS OF VERY boring observation later, no one has attacked Kia with clubs and she has a solid understanding about the traffic at their target. Her ass alternates between numb and agonized and she has to spend ages stretching each night to make up for sitting on stone during the day, but that's the choice she made. The brothel baths are a godsend for her agonies.

“We should move soon.” Kia has her elbows on the floor, legs wide in a straddle stretch while she intermittently rounds and flattens her back. “They don’t guard it at night, as far as I and Gavin’s people can tell, and they don’t seem to be urgently looking for us. We should get in there before they decide to cut and run. Ow.” Fuck her back, actually.

“I defer to your expertise,” Nukunya says. “When would you advise?”

“Tomorrow night, probably.” Kia pushes herself upright carefully, not wanting to strain something while stretching (the Guild’s most embarrassing injury) and turns her body toward one leg before leaning forward again. Fuck you, too, hamstring. “I’d say tonight but I’m already back and I refuse to leave again before I get a good soak.”

“So what’s the plan, then?” Masako can't seem to look away from Kia, but she’s used to people looking at her funny while she stretches—she’s flexible and works hard at it! It’s impressive!

“There’s an entrance to the wastewater tunnels a few streets away from the docks,” Kia says, wiggling her hips in the hopes that maybe the shitty little part of her back will shut up. “Kaori takes us in the carriage to the next nearest entrance to the tunnels, and we hide in there until everyone goes to sleep. Then we sneak out, pick the locks, break in, and read all their paperwork.” She switches legs, which doesn’t do anything about the shitty little part of her back but does good things for her other hamstring.

“That doesn’t seem like much of a plan, if you don’t mind my saying so,” Masako says, crossing to kneel behind Kia. “Come back to the middle?”

“I don’t like to have a super complicated plan for stuff like this,” Kia says, doing as Masako asks out of curiosity more than anything else. Masako presses a hand gently against her upper back, and Kia leans forward until her elbows settle on the ground. “If you have a super complicated plan, then the second it goes wrong, you panic because you don’t know what to do next.” Masako’s thumbs prod up and down her spine, which feels distractingly great, but she rallies through to finish, “If you have a very loose plan, then it’s easy to adapt when it all goes to shit.”

“Is that true, or just something you say when people ask why you don’t have a real plan?” Masako asks, right before she shoves a thumb into something that makes Kia swear in three languages. “There it is,” she says smugly, and Kia’s entire spine lights up in pleasure-pain.

“I—it can be both,” Kia manages through deep breaths, eyes fluttering shut as Masako expertly works over whatever muscle has betrayed her. “There isn’t—hnn—a regular guard patrol as far as I can tell, so there’s no one we need to distract at a particular time, and there’s no time limit on how long we caaaaaaaaaan search.” Wow, Masako’s really in there, and it’s getting much harder for Kia to make words. “I have faith that the three of us can manage without a minute-by-minute breakdown.”

“Some of us like a minute-by-minute breakdown,” Nukunya says, quietly put out, and then louder, “do we have any idea what the interior layout of the building is like?”

Kia makes a face, then makes a different, more pained face as Masako finds another tight spot to pummel. “We peeked in the front windows and snuck around the dock to the back, so we know the outside bits, but the inside’s still a mystery. Gavin’s people couldn’t exactly pretend to have business there, and I couldn’t risk getting caught before we go in.” She shrugs, then hisses as the shrug moves the knot Masako’s found. Glorious, awful pressure radiates through her back. “Wow, you are good at this.”

“My dad was born with a twisted spine,” Masako says in a businesslike tone, working down to the outside crests of Kia’s hips and kneading muscles Kia hadn’t even realized were also tight. “We all learned a bit of massage to help him on his bad days. It’s useful.”

“Sure is,” Kia says distantly. It’s been far too fucking long since someone attacked her muscles like this, and it hurts like shit but it feels amazing. She’s half-in, half-out of her body, brain fuzzy with pleasure. There was an important conversation going on but she can’t seem to make herself focus on it anymore.

“I don’t like that we’re going in without any idea of the interior layout,” Nukunya frets. “Are you sure we can’t get more information?”

“Not unless we want to endanger one of Gavin’s people,” Kia says, dragging her attention back bodily. “It’s a shipping office, as far as I can tell. People aren’t shopping, they’re ordering bulk goods, and I don’t think we can get anyone to pretend to be a new atelier without putting them in harm’s way. I’d rather we just get on with it.”

“I think the Knife is right,” Masako says, encouraging Kia to sit up with gentle hands and then assaulting her shoulders wonderfully. “We said we were going to trust her professional judgment, didn’t we?”

“We did,” Nukunya agrees with open distaste, “but if everything goes wrong and we get caught, I just want it to be on the record that I will be saying, ‘I told you so.’”

“That’s extremely fair and I would expect nothing else,” Kia tells them, trying not to let her eyes roll back in her head as Masako finds the knot that lives behind her right shoulder blade. “But I also want it to be on the record that if something goes wrong, I will adapt so that we can still carry out the plan, so when we get back here with the information we need regardless of how we got it, I’m going to say, ‘I told you so.’”

Nukunya considers this. “Reasonable.”

“Hnnnnnng,” Kia says as Masako really fucks up that knot, then blinks and makes her mouth make actual words. “Masako? Anything you want to dibs I-told-you-so-ing?”

“If you spend another day sitting on hard stone and not moving, this is going to get even worse.” Masako punctuates the “this” with a hard jab of her thumb that has Kia hissing under her breath. “If you come back like this again, then I’ll say, ‘I told you so.’”

“As you should,” Kia half-gasps as Masako’s strong hands move up to her neck. “I’ll go soak in the baths after this,” she adds, more than a little dreamily. “Unfuck some of it.”

“Good.” Masako rolls her thumbs at the base of Kia’s skull and very gently pulls her neck in a few different directions to stretch it. “That’s about all I can do right now, anyway,” she says, patting Kia’s back as she withdraws her hands. “If we laid you out on a mat on the floor I could do some stuff with my feet that would really get in there.”

“Something to look forward to,” Kia says, trying not to mourn the absence of Masako’s touch and suddenly aware of several other urgent bodily demands. “Does anyone have anything else they want to discuss before I go braise myself in a bath for an hour?”

Nukunya’s lips press flat. “Yes, but I don’t think it would actually be useful, since they’re questions about the building you can’t answer.”

“Thank you for not asking them, then,” Kia says airily, climbing to her feet as gracefully as she can while various body parts clamor for attention. “Masako?”

“Nothing for now,” Masako says, also getting up and in the process giving Kia a great look at her ass, which is shockingly unhelpful. Kia forces her eyes away and gathers up her bath supplies. Hm. She’ll either need to buy more hair oil soon or (more likely) send someone out to buy some for her. Hair oil is a safe thing to consider. Hair oil is possibly the only safe thing to consider in this fucking room.

“See you all in a bit,” she says with a wave, slipping out with her bathing supplies and pajamas. She pauses in the hallway to inhale deeply.

Okay.

Well.

Her back feels much better, which Kia’s very happy about. She’s also horny as fuck now from a platonic back massage, and if she stayed in that room another second, she thinks she might have spontaneously burst into flame. (Lucían keeps telling her that can’t actually happen, but she doesn’t believe him.) This situation is increasingly untenable. Kia has to do something about it.

She considers her options, makes a decision, and nods to herself. Yep. No other choice.

Kia walks calmly through the servant's passages until she gets to Sophia’s door, where she listens for any work-related sounds before knocking politely. Sophia opens the door and leans against the frame, eyes half-lidded and mouth in a perfect pout, which switches into a confused frown.

“What do you—” she starts.

“I will pay you whatever you want to charge if you let me have your room to myself for five minutes so I can masturbate in privacy,” Kia blurts. A small, mostly-dead place in her soul where her shame used to live is embarrassed by saying it so bluntly, but the rest of Kia has Needs and Demands.

Sophia’s eyebrows practically hit her hairline. “That bad?”

Kia clenches her teeth. “I have two very attractive people up in my space from morning to evening, and I’m sharing a bed with both of them. Masako just gave me a back massage so good I almost came from having my shoulders touched. The baths here are shared. I have zero fucking privacy unless I go hide in the attic, and even then I might get walked in on. I haven’t wanked in weeks, please.” She pauses for a deep breath. “I might not even need the whole five minutes, honestly.”

Sophia snaps open a hand fan and holds it in front of her mouth, failing to hide her amusement. “You know I wouldn’t be bothered if you did it while I was in the room, right?”

“I know,” Kia says with a sigh, “and you’re very lovely, but that makes it a whole” —she gestures vaguely— “thing where I know someone’s listening, and I’m not in the mood for it right now.” She slumps against the doorframe and gives Sophia her best doe eyes. “Please. I’ll pay.”

Sophia laughs out loud this time, something untrained and honest. “Just take it,” she says, stepping out and gesturing Kia inside. “I should go downstairs and take a turn in the lobby, anyway. There’s clean cloths and some soap next to the water ewer in the corner, oil in the bottles next to the bed.” She pats Kia on the shoulder sympathetically. “Knock yourself out.”

“I fucking might,” Kia mutters darkly, allowing herself to be herded into Sophia’s bedroom. The lock clicking home sounds like freedom, and Kia shuts her eyes simply to breathe in the feeling of being actually, truly alone.

Someone in the next room moans energetically, and Kia’s cunt reminds her what she’s here for. She heads for the couch, setting aside her bathing supplies before shoving her hand under her hastily-undone waistband. The offer of oil was kind but unnecessary—she’s been in a constant state of simmering horniness for the last week, and right now she’s wet enough that her fingers slide easily as soon as she dips them into her pussy.

It takes very little time from there. Kia strokes her clit with fast, desperate strokes, building herself up to an orgasm that hits like sprinting into a brick wall and leaves her arching breathlessly off the cushions. She lays there panting for probably a minute, still throbbing between her legs. Well. As long as she has the privacy...

The second orgasm takes a little longer than the first one, and Kia lets herself draw it out until she pitches over the edge into perfect shuddering oblivion. The inferno in her belly is finally burnt out into a lazy, lax heat, and she blinks slowly at the ceiling a few times, hand cupping her cunt comfortingly but no longer moving.

Phew. She needed that bad.

Kia laughs at the speed of everything—seriously, has she even been in this room five whole minutes?—and sits up with a sigh. Cloths, cloths... She cleans her hands and retrieves her bathing supplies. A couple of shining coins clink down next to the pitcher and ewer before she unlocks the door and slips into the servant passages with a fresh little skip in her step.

She’s going to sleep so well tonight, and tomorrow she’ll be a competent, confident member of the Guild, capable of carrying out a mission without getting distracted by shit like the curve of Nukunya’s neck and the way their beaded earrings brush against it. She’s gonna do great.

***
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FIFTEEN MINUTES INTO Kia’s soak, Masako comes in for her evening bath. Kia discovers that, tragically, not even two orgasms in quick succession can prevent her eyes from immediately being drawn to every single curve, roll, and dimple on Masako’s body. She downgrades her expectations for the following day from “not at all distracted” to “not distracted enough to endanger the mission” and dunks her head under the water.
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Chapter 17
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“ARE YOU SURE YOU DON’T want me to come with you?” Kaori hovers, trying not to look like she’s hovering while Kia picks the lock on the wastewater tunnel grate. “I’m good in a fight.”

“I believe you.” Kia glares at the half-rusted hunk of metal and drips more oil into the mechanism. “But so far we’ve managed not to implicate the brothel. There are a lot of people there who aren’t part of this, and I want to keep them out of it.”

Kaori makes an annoyed sound. “Obnoxiously decent of you.”

“Obnoxiously decent is a good way to describe me,” Kia says absently, fiddling with a tricky tumbler. Just a little more...

The lock creaks open. Kia eyes the grate and drizzles more oil on the hinges, too. Few things draw attention quite like the squeal of noisy hinges. She’s been oiling it on her way to and from the docks in preparation for this moment, but ocean air is not kind to iron. She gestures, and Kaori leans over to carefully heave the thing open. Kia holds her breath, but the oil worked: the movement isn’t exactly smooth, but it’s reasonably quiet.

“I wish you’d let me help more than just driving the cart,” Kaori grumbles.

“Believe me,” Nukunya says dryly, “we’ve had that conversation already.”

“We lost,” Masako adds, just as dryly.

“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Kia tells Kaori, ignoring the heckling. “If it really goes to shit, we’ll light the building on fire for a diversion and then you can run over to fight the fire, which means no one will ask why you're nearby.”

“We’ll what?!” Nukunya snaps, but Kia’s already down the steps into an algae-scented gloom. Nukunya follows her down, trailed by Masako. “We’re going to light it on fire?”

“Only as a last resort,” Kia says, unfolding her shielded lantern and sparking it to life. “It’s always there as an option, you know? If you’re in a really bad situation and can’t do anything else, lighting the building on fire is a way to give everyone a brand new problem to deal with.”

“Everyone would include you in that case,” Masako observes.

“Yeah, but I’m the one who started the fire. That means I’m not surprised by it.” Kia squints down the tunnel, holding her lantern high. “This way?”

“I cannot believe you convinced me to work with you,” Nukunya mutters, and then, “yes, and we take the first branch to the left.”

“I convinced you to work with me because I have great charisma and impeccable professional skills,” Kia says, picking along the occasionally-slimy walkway. “The occasional arson is part of the package.”

The sigh Nukunya lets out is so pointed Kia feels it like a knife against her neck, but they willingly follow her further into the damp darkness. Masako’s power curls across Kia’s skin, and she occasionally murmurs, “Three people, right above us,” or, “a small vent, that way,” as they walk. Kia assumes this is so Nukunya can add to their already freakishly-accurate mental map of the tunnels. It’s incredibly hot for them to use their skills in tandem, and Kia concentrates on navigating the tunnel instead of letting her mind wander to other incredibly hot things they could use their skills in tandem on.

(It’s her. “Things” is her. She’s not thinking about it.)

They reach the junction and take the left fork, occasionally passing drainage shafts in the ceiling that let in scant lamplight from the city above. The docks should be quiet—the businesses aren’t open, and the inns and brothels that cater to incoming sailors are several piers down. Kia hears almost nothing through the drainage shafts, and she allows herself to gently hope that they’ll be able to pull this off unobserved.

Nukunya directs them through a few more turns and they finally reach another set of steep steps leading upward. Kia peers up between the bars and sighs in relief. There’s a very good graffiti mural of a mermaid passionately kissing a lady sailor on the wall above this grate, which means it’s definitely the right one, unless the mermaid-painter has struck more than once. She’s also been oiling this lock and these hinges every day of the stakeout, and her preparation pays off, because it unlocks without complaint.

“Masako?” she asks, pulling her mask up to cover her nose and mouth.

“No one nearby,” Masako says after a moment, hand pressed to the stone wall for balance. “We can go up.”

Kia glances back to be sure the others have disguised their faces and blows out the lamp. Masako pulls the remaining heat away with a wave, and the lantern disappears back into Kia’s pack as they alight the stairs.

Apparently all of Kia’s luck was used up on the lock, because the hinges make an unholy racket. Kia hisses and stops pushing. More oil it is, then, and maybe Masako can use her kami to break up some of the rust with heat—

“Keep going,” Masako whispers, air swirling around them. Kia pushes hesitantly, and while the hinges still complain, it’s not an ear-splitting shriek. It sounds distant and muffled, almost like Kia has wool in her ears. She has a thousand questions, but she chooses to hold onto them until they make it to the alley above.

“So what the fuck was that?” Kia asks immediately, which is only one of her many questions, but she thinks it’s the important one.

The visible half of Masako’s face looks thoughtful. “I’m not sure how to explain it.”

“Try,” Nukunya suggests, not unkindly. Masako rolls her eyes expressively and frowns at nothing.

“I think... I think I made the air do something around the hinges, so the sound couldn’t travel,” she says eventually. “It might have been... slower? But I’m not actually sure.” She glances between them and shrugs a little sheepishly. “It was instinctive.”

“Good instincts,” Kia says, clapping her on the shoulder in a purely professional manner. “That’s a handy trick; keep it in mind for the future.” 

“Anyone we need to be careful of?” Nukunya asks warily.

Masako’s gaze goes distant. “A few people asleep above their stores,” she says after a moment, gesturing in the correct directions. “Someone walking away from us there. They feel unsteady, maybe drunk?” She blinks and her eyes focus. “No one else.”

“Great.” Kia runs a hand over one of the knives in her sleeve. “Let’s go. Move when I tell you, stop when I stop.”

They move. This close to the docks there are pallets of shipping crates and nets all over the place, lean-tos hastily constructed to shelter goods from the rain. Plenty of hiding spots, and the lack of nighttime business means that the few streetlamps are inconsistently lit. Kia leads them between pockets of shadow, unseen and unheard, until they finally slip into the narrow passage between their target and the next building over. Kia creeps soundlessly around to the back door facing the water and pulls out her lockpicks.

This lock, unlike the others, is in good repair. Unfortunately for their quarry, that means it’s much easier to pick. It clicks open in seconds, and Kia glances over her shoulder at Masako expectantly. Masako presses a hand to the doorframe and concentrates. She shakes her head when she comes back to herself, which means the building is empty.

Perfection.

Kia pulls the door open, wary of any creaking, but the hinges are as flawless as the lock, the motion smooth and silent. They slip inside and wait for their eyes to adjust to the darkness.

“Masako?” Kia breathes, listening hard as she turns her head. The room seems big, based on the sound quality...

“This room takes up the whole back of the building,” Masako whispers, weaving her kami around them to get a better feel for the space. “There’s a hallway in front of us, and I think doors on either side. That’s all I can tell from here.”

“Great.” Kia feels her way to a window and finds some louvered shutters, which she closes as tightly as possible. “We’ll start here, then.”

Kia’s re-lit lamp reveals an unsurprising array of crates. The open ones contain a mix of embroidery supplies and general business supplies—one’s entirely full of white tallow candles, another has neatly packed bottles of ink. It’s nothing damning, nothing that shows evidence of a crime or a convenient address where a bunch of people are being enslaved, so they move on quickly.

The first door on the right in the hallway leads to a storage closet barely large enough for the bolts of fabric it contains. Kia shuts the door before she can start an avalanche and tries the first door on the left, which opens on what’s probably the lunch room, to judge by the table, the dishes, and the basin to wash them in. Disappointing. She moves on.

The next door leads to a room of wooden filing cabinets. Kia practically hears Nukunya perk up, and she throws an arm out to bar them diving into the first stack of paperwork like a swimmer into the bay.

“We need to get a lay of the land first,” she whispers when they glare at her. “This” —she gestures with the lamp— “is going to tell us where the money goes, but we might be able to find something to tell us where the people go.”

“By finding out where the money goes, I can find out where the people go,” Nukunya says tartly.

“And how long will it take you to get through this room?” Kia asks, resisting the urge to sigh. 

Nukunya peers over her shoulder, mentally counting. “Eight hours.”

“What?” Masako asks. “Wait, only eight?”

“Really?” Kia goggles at them. “That’s a lot of fucking paperwork.”

Nukunya looks immensely smug. “I’m very good at paperwork.”

Fuck, apparently they are. It’d take Kia at least three times as long to get through that much paperwork on her own, assuming a thorough search. “We can come back if we don’t find anything else,” Kia says soothingly, heading for the next door. “We might be able to find what we need in one hour instead of eight, come on.”

Nukunya casts a longing look at the filing cabinets, but follows her anyway. This choice is immediately vindicated when Kia opens the next door and finds an office. She gives Nukunya a triumphant eyebrow wiggle, which they pointedly ignore. Masako parks herself next to the door as lookout and Nukunya goes straight for the desk. Kia sets down the lamp and turns to scan the room. Hmm...

“What are you doing?” Nukunya asks as Kia runs her hand behind a painting on the wall.

“Following an instinct.” Nothing behind the second painting, either. The third? “Jackpot!” she announces, lifting the painting with a flourish to reveal the wall safe hidden behind it.

“Hm.” Nukunya appears behind her, peering over her shoulder at the lock. “How did you know there’d be one?”

“The walls.” Kia taps her knuckles against it. “This seemed thicker than it ought to be, based on the size of the other room. Also, there wasn’t art hanging anywhere else.” She allows herself a smug smile. “If there’s only one piece of art, then that’s a dead giveaway that it’s probably hiding something. Multiple pieces? Could be they’re trying to throw me off the scent.”

“Or they could just like art,” Nukunya suggests.

“Yeah, sure, but might as well check.” Kia traces the edges of the safe. It’s well-made, with inset hinges that would be a real pain in the ass to try to break. Good thing she’s not going to try to break the hinges. “This will just be a moment.”

This is the second lock in excellent condition Kia’s had the opportunity to pick tonight, and it falls to her expertise just as quickly. Nukunya reaches for the handle impatiently, and Kia gently knocks their hand away. “Masako?” She glances over her shoulder. “Could you come see if you sense anything out of the ordinary about this?”

“Out of the ordinary like having a safe installed in your wall?” Masako asks, crowding between Kia and Nukunya. They’re all standing very close and Kia’s trying not to get distracted.

“Having a safe installed in the wall is pretty normal, actually,” Kia says, pressing her ear to it and knocking on the door to listen for the vibration of a tripwire inside. “Out of the ordinary like traps.”

Kia senses rather than sees Nukunya and Masako take a large, perfectly synchronized step away from the safe.

“Traps?” Masako asks, her voice much higher-pitched.

“What kind of traps?” Nukunya asks, slightly frantic.

“How would I know what traps feel like, anyway?” Masako asks, almost squeaky now.

“Do you frequently encounter trapped safes in your line of work?” Nukunya asks, trying to sound vaguely interested and coming across worried instead.

Kia presses her forehead to the cool, calming metal of the safe. Deep breath. Okay. She should have seen this coming. That’s on her.

“Yes, traps,” she says, turning and pointing at Masako. “Poison gas, or an inhalable powder, or spring-loaded darts, or some kind of blade on a pulley,” she continues, pointing at Nukunya. “By seeing if you can sense anything connected to a tripwire, or things in places that seem weird for a safe.” This she says pointing at Masako again, then at Nukunya. “It comes up enough that I know it’s a good thing to check for.”

Both of them regard her silently in the candlelit darkness.

“I know I keep saying you have a strange life,” Nukunya says eventually, sounding extremely long-suffering, “but: Knife? You have a very strange life.”

“It’s the only one I got,” Kia says with a shrug. “Will you please check the safe, Masako?”

Masako startles and takes a hesitant step closer. “Is it going to explode at me when I check?”

“We don’t know if it’s going to explode at all,” Kia says reassuringly. “And if it does, it’ll explode when we open the door.”

“That’s not as soothing as I think you meant it to be,” Masako mutters, but she gamely presses both hands to the safe and shuts her eyes. “There’s definitely paper in there,” she says after a moment. “Deer can sense the wood.”

Behind her, Nukunya doesn't quite rub their hands together in anticipation, but they give the impression of wanting to. Gods, their dedication to paperwork really shouldn’t be that attractive, but it makes Kia want to plunk them down in the Guild archives and watch their subtle glee as they figure out the cataloging system.

“Tell me if you feel anything weird,” Kia tells her, tucking away the mental image of Nukunya happily buried under a pile of ledgers as she knocks on the safe door. She taps across and down it in a grid, trying to get as much information as possible for Masako and her kami.

“Nothing, I think,” Masako says when Kia’s done with her tapping. “No extra vibrations, and I don’t feel anything pressed against the seams of the door.” She opens her eyes and gives Kia an apologetic look. “That’s all I can tell.”

“It’s probably not trapped, then,” Kia says, to twin sighs of relief. “You two should both go stand over there, though.” She points to a corner where they’ll be out of the line of fire, should the kami be wrong.

Masako and Nukunya huddle together in the corner almost before Kia finishes pointing, and she has to stifle a laugh. If her Guildmates were here they’d be fighting to be the one opening the safe, or possibly trying to create an intricately layered series of shields for protection. It’s nice to be listened to, and also nice not to have to deal with the Black Bear’s technique for defusing traps, which is, “Hit it with an axe and run like hell.”

Kia does neither of those things. Kia checks to make sure Masako and Nukunya are well out of the way, then flattens herself against the wall on the hinge side of the safe and carefully turns the latch. Nothing explodes when latch clunks open, so she cautiously pulls it outward, poised for fire or gas or projectiles.

None of those things happen. Kia swings the door fully open and nothing continues to happen.

“We’re good,” she announces, swiping her lantern from the desk.

“A bit anticlimactic,” Masako mutters, taking up her lookout station near the door again.

“Be glad of that,” Nukunya says, sharply worried, and they stalk toward the safe like it personally threatened everyone they care about.

(Except Kwami isn’t here, so the safe can’t have threatened everyone Nukunya cares about, just people they care about who are in the room. Why is she thinking about this right now? This is not the time!)

“What do you think?” Kia asks, holding the lantern over their shoulder. There are a few sacks of coin that she considers stealing, dismisses the idea of stealing, and then circles back around to wanting to steal—it seems like justice to make these people pay for the investigation that’s going to take them down—but more important than the money is the paperwork. There are notebooks, official contract folios, and a stack of what are almost certainly financial ledgers.

“I don’t like to make predictions before reviewing the evidence,” Nukunya says, scooping the whole lot of it up and cradling the pile like a precious pet.

“Just make a little one,” Kia wheedles, following them to the desk. “We don’t even have to bet money on it.”

“Bold of you to assume I bet money on anything, ever,” Nukunya says, going straight for the first folio. “All I’ll say is that this looks promising.” They open the folio and stare at the contents in silence for a long moment. Kia leans over their shoulder to get a better look.

“Did you mean to say, ‘Actually, Knife, it looks like we hit the fucking jackpot on the first try’?” she asks, reaching past them to flip the building deed over to find another building deed, and then another. The next one looks familiar. After a moment she recognizes the address of the offices where they met Aiden to discuss embroidery for a fake wedding. “How much land do they own?” she asks three deeds later. “How many buildings do you need for a textile empire?”

“Quite a few if you're pretending to wholesale to yourself,” Nukunya says absently, eyes on the folio. They flip another page and go still. “I believe we have something.”

“That’s not a deed,” Kia says from her viewpoint over their shoulder, inhaling the almond smell of their skin oil and being very professional about it 

“Not in the traditional sense.” Nukunya taps their fingers on the deed in one of the most visible signs of excitement she's seen from them. “Docktown is... unregulated. It’s always temporary, so you really can’t do a deed the way you can for a permanent building. This is a claim of ownership, saying that they built the structure in question and no one else is allowed to use it without permission.”

Kia’s entire body perks up. “Docktown?”

Nukunya nods.

“And what kind of structure, exactly?”

Nukunya turns to look at her, a wild cant to their eyes and a satisfied curl to their dangerously kissable mouth. “A warehouse with attached docking areas for ships.”

Kia raises an eyebrow. “Large enough for fifty-odd people?”

Nukunya’s smile goes positively feral. “Easily.”

Kia desperately wants to kiss them full on that feral smile in celebration and bodily resists. “That sounds like a promising fucking lead, then.”

“Best one we’ve had so far,” Nukunya agrees, turning to their notebook. They write with a speed and efficiency that Kia would find intimidating if she wasn’t busy finding it attractive, neat shorthand notes documenting everything they've found.

“Is that it, then?” Masako asks from the door, half her attention obviously out with the kami on watch.

“Maybe,” Kia says, crouching to go through the desk drawers.

“We should still be thorough.” Nukunya flips another page and keeps writing. “They might have more than one location. We’re here to get information, so we should take advantage of the opportunity.”

Kia would absolutely make out with Nukunya on this desk right now if they didn’t have other things to be doing, like, for example, breaking into a desk. The lock on the drawer pops open easily and she pulls it out to find several bottles of expensive liquor. She empties it to check for a false bottom, finds nothing, and replaces the bottles in the same order. Overkill? Maybe, but it’s that kind of attention to detail that makes her good at her job, and she sees no reason to change just because this one seems to be going smoothly so far.

Of course, the moment the thought crosses her mind, Masako whips around and whispers, “Someone’s coming!”

Fuck.
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KIA FREEZES WITH HER hand outstretched. Nukunya goes statue-still, pen poised above their notebook.

“Coming here?” Kia shoves upright. “How many?”

“At least four,” Masako says, eyes wide. “I recognize them. It’s that... that ashy taste again.”

Four. Four isn’t bad. Kia could kill four people without anyone noticing if she does it right, but...

“We’re not going to fight them, are we?” Nukunya asks, more a statement than a question. They jot down a few things at speed and abandon the notebook to ferry the deeds back to the safe.

“No,” Kia confirms, grabbing the stack of ledgers. “I don’t want to deal with that mess. Masako? How far are they?”

“Coming down the street,” Masako says while Nukunya speedily and accurately reloads the safe. “Maybe thirty yards away? The kami here aren’t awake, or I’d have felt them sooner.”

Thirty yards isn’t great, but Kia’s worked with worse. “Go for the back door,” she orders, shutting the safe and re-hanging the painting. Office good? Office good. “We get out and we get as far away as possible.”

Nukunya nods and ducks out first, followed by Masako. Kia grabs the shielded lantern and closes the door. Okay, they can do this, there’s the door leading to the filing cabinets, there’s the door to the closet, here’s the warehouse area at the back—

Masako hisses something in Taiyou-go with feeling, then in pidgin: “They’re coming around the back!”

“All of them?” Kia asks, slightly frantic. Maybe they can still get out the front, but it’ll be cutting it close.

“They split,” Masako whispers, breathing hard. “We’re surrounded.”

Nukunya grabs Kia’s elbow with a trembling hand. “Knife?” they ask, a thousand questions in the name.

Okay. Okay. Kia shoves the lantern at them and snatches Masako’s wrist. “Change of plans,” she whispers, dragging them both into the hallway. She yanks the fabric closet open and herds them inside bodily.

“Put out the lamp and take away the heat,” she orders Masako, snatching the lamp back. “Get as far in there as you can,” she tells Nukunya, making sure the door is latched.

“Is the plan really ‘hide in a closet’?” Nukunya asks, though to their credit they ask while worming their way between bolts of fabric. “You’re choosing ‘hide in a closet’ over ‘stab everyone’?”

“You win one hundred percent of the fights you don’t get into,” Kia says sagely. Masako extinguishes the light, plunging the closet into darkness. “You’d be amazed how frequently hiding in a closet comes up as a strategy.”

“Knife?” Masako asks a moment before her questing hand bonks into Kia’s shoulder. “Sorry, it’s so dark. Here?” She fumbles the lantern into Kia’s hand and heads for the fabric, which Kia can tell mostly from the wiggling and shhhhfff-ing. It’s pitch fucking black in this closet now, which is good for their goals but bad for most other things. Kia packs the lamp away and finds her way between the bolts by feel, which proves slightly problematic when her hand comes into contact with something warm and approximately chest-height.

“Masako?” Nukunya asks, their chest vibrating under her touch. Ah. She’s groping their titty region.

“It’s me,” Kia says, cramming the rest of her body between the fabric bolts and ending up mashed entirely against them.

“I’m over here,” Masako whispers from their right. “You two are smaller than me, it’s easier for you to get through.”

Yeah, that’s fair. Kia turns around, grinding herself against Nukunya the entire time, and reaches for Masako’s voice, trying to elbow as much of the fabric out of the way as possible. Her hand brushes Masako’s and grabs tight, Masako pushing while Kia pulls. Nukunya wraps their arms around Kia’s waist, leaning away for leverage, and between the three of them Masako stumbles through the last blockage and tackles Kia into Nukunya and thus into the fabric bolts behind them.

“Where are they?” Kia whispers into Masako’s ear, hands on her hips.

“The doors,” Masako whispers back, one arm over Kia’s shoulder to brace against a bolt of fabric, the other resting on Kia’s bicep. 

“Can you do the thing you did with the hinges?” Nukunya asks, breath washing over the nape of Kia’s neck. “Dampen the sound of us?”

“Yeah,” Masako says, fingers flexing on Kia’s arm. “Let me—” and the swell of her power tingles across them. Everything feels strangely wool-stuffed and quiet, partly from the magic and party because they’re currently very tightly crammed inside a fabric cocoon.

“They’re inside,” Masako whispers, the sound oddly flat. Kia nod. There’s nothing to do but wait. All of them are breathing hard and the utter lack of personal space means they’re breathing hard against each other. Every time Masako inhales her breasts smush into Kia’s, and every time Nukunya inhales she feels their ribcage inflate against her back. Nukunya’s hands rest on her hips where they landed when everyone else landed, and she has a thigh wedged between Masako’s legs and is straddling one in return.

Kia’s body, primed for a fight, decides that a fight isn’t imminent. Since it’s still primed for something, it abruptly decides—without her permission—to be primed for a fuck instead.

This is not an improvement. Kia bites her lip to stay absolutely silent and takes slow breaths through her nose. She will not grind against Masako’s thigh, nor will she pull Nukunya's hands from her hips to her tits. She’s going to be extremely normal about this, and when they get back to the brothel (which they will manage safely, without getting into any knife-fights), she’s going to pay Sophia for the uninterrupted use of her room for a full half-hour and fuck herself silly with her glass cock that has languished unused for all these weeks.

This solid plan for the future does not calm her cunt, which lacks a concept of delayed gratification and doesn’t understand why they aren’t doing anything now. Kia bites her lip harder and squeezes her eyes shut. Keep it together, keep it together...

“One is in the kitchen.” Masako’s breath tickles the curve of Kia’s ear. Her face wrap must have fallen down, because nothing dampens the warm tease of it. “The others are in the warehouse area in the back.”

Right next door. Kia nods, assuming Masako can feel it, and tries to focus on her breathing. The Kestrel and Lucían have both taught her meditation, and she practices it sometimes; practices letting her thoughts drift past while her mind stays blank and calm. She has never needed that skill more than right now, sandwiched between two incredibly attractive people and unable to do anything about it.

“They’re all in the warehouse area,” Masako says, shifting slightly and in the process rubbing her frankly spectacular breasts against Kia’s torso. Her thigh stays still, for which Kia’s tiny amount of remaining self-control is grateful.

“Can you tell what they’re doing?” Nukunya asks, sliding their hands up to Kia’s waist, which is less helpful for her self-control. The touch is warm even through Kia’s leathers, and she reflexively imagines this particular position in a different context.

“Not really.” Masako shifts again, which does involve moving her thigh, and Kia practically swallows her tongue at the changing pressure on her clit. “Ow,” Masako whispers, a wince traveling through her body and into Kia’s. “Sorry, my leg is—” and she twists bodily. Apparently her leg was caught on something, because when it comes loose she falls forward, smashing Kia even more thoroughly into Nukunya. This is more physical contact than Kia’s had in ages, and it’s wonderful and excruciating. All of Masako’s work dampening the sound in this room is going to be in vain, because Kia’s about to explode out of pure unrefined horniness, like an accident in an unsafe flour mill.

Nukunya makes a strangled sound, a barely-there exhale, which is when Kia realizes that there’s something pressing into her ass that she’d assumed was one of her knives. She doesn’t keep a knife there, though, and the press is... familiar. It’s probably a bad idea, but she gives an investigative wiggle, which gets another strangled gasp and Nukunya’s fingers digging into her waist.

“I apologize,” they mutter, embarrassment radiating through their entire body, which confirms that the thing pressing against Kia’s ass is their cock, and it is very much hard. That knowledge absolutely does not help the situation happening in Kia’s underthings, which have sprinted past “damp” and flung themselves around the corner into “wet.” 

Great. This is great. Kia wants to pray for death but won’t, because a tiny, rational corner of her mind recognizes that’s a very permanent solution to a temporary problem, which isn’t a reasonable reaction no matter how mortifying the temporary problem happens to be.

“It’s fine,” she whispers, willing it to be so. “I don’t take it personally.”

Nukunya inhales, the shake of it hitching against her ribs. “Thank you,” they say, but they don’t sound relieved. It’s a little hard to tell between the whispering and the strange flattening of Masako’s magic, but they sound... disappointed?

Masako squirms again—a terrible choice for everyone’s composure—and exhales in a harsh rush. She whimpers something in Taiyou-go under her breath, still straddling Kia’s thigh, and Kia’s brain stops trying to dig itself a hole to hide in and starts focusing on the world around her in vivid, sightless detail.

Fact the first: Nukunya’s erection is very present and shows no signs of flagging. Kia’s rolled around on the ground with plenty of dick-having people, frequently in high-stress situations, and has never had a boner join the party no matter the amount of close-quarters squirming involved. She wasn’t even doing enough squirming to give Nukunya a boner purely from a physical response! That means there’s something about this situation that Nukunya’s body finds appealing. They probably don't have a specific fetish for hiding in closets, and Nukunya has definitely admired her tits before.

Conclusion the first: Nukunya likely has an erection because they’re attracted to her.

Fact the second: Masako’s cunt is pressed firmly to Kia’s thigh, and it feels... Quite warm. It’s hard to tell through Kia’s leathers, but she thinks it could be described as hot. Masako’s thighs keep tensing and releasing around Kia’s leg, almost like she’s trying to hold her hips still by force of will, and when she exhales Kia can feel the tremble in it. Her hands on Kia’s shoulder and bicep clench occasionally, and whatever she said in Taiyou-go was definitely a whimper.

Conclusion the second: Masako is turned on, possibly not because she's attracted to Kia specifically, but at least from the proximity.

Fact the third: The sexual tension in this fabric closet is suffocating.

Conclusion the third: If Kia wants that to change, she has to do something about it.

Fuck.

Here goes.

Kia takes a deep breath and, before she can overthink it, whisper-blurts, “Hey, this might make everything even more awkward, but I’m extremely attracted to both of you and have been for a while, so if you’re at all interested, maybe we could act on that once we get out of this closet, unless you’re not interested, in which case I’ll never mention it again.”

The silence that follows this pronouncement is deep and all-consuming. Kia stares into the darkness and waits for the metaphorical blade to fall.

“You’ve decided to tell us this now?” Nukunya hisses in her ear.

“What is wrong with you?” Masako whispers, sounding similarly infuriated.

“Are you mad about the content of my speech or the timing?” Kia asks, a small part of her brain hoping Masako’s sound-dampening magic is still working. The rest of her brain is hoping she hasn’t fucked everything up.

“The timing,” Nukunya spits angrily. They slide their hands down to her hips and squeeze, the touch flaring in Kia’s cunt like throwing oil on a fire. “You couldn’t have waited until we were in a bed?”

“Apparently not,” Kia says, dizzy with arousal and relief. “Masako? Do you want to weigh in?”

“You are the worst,” Masako complains, cupping Kia’s masked face in her hands. “I can’t believe I still want to kiss you.”

Oh. Kia is now very much dizzy with arousal and relief. If she wasn’t half-laying on Nukunya and pinned in place by Masako, she’d probably need to sit down. “Would you like to do that now?”

“We are not doing this for the first time in a dark closet while kidnappers lurk outside the door,” Nukunya snaps, but they nuzzle Kia’s neck as they do, so clearly they’re conflicted. That’s a good reminder, though.

“How are our dear kidnappers doing?” Kia asks, petting gently up and down Masako’s sides.

“Still there,” Masako says with deep annoyance. “And I need to concentrate, so could you not?”

Kia stills her hands where they’ve crept around to just above the curve of Masako's ass. “Sorry,” she says, mostly honest.

“As soon as we’re out of here, you can do that as much as you want,” Masako says, an edge to the words from how hard she’s fighting for self-control, “but I’m having a very difficult time already, so...”

“If we could all stop talking about the activities we’d like to be doing, and concentrate instead on getting out of here alive and undiscovered, I think perhaps we would have an easier time of it,” Nukunya offers acidly. Kia smiles. They’re really such a prickly, prissy asshole. Kia’s going to put her mouth all over their body as soon as they make it back to the brothel and see if they manage to be a prickly, prissy asshole while she’s doing it.

(She hopes they do.)

Kia finds one of Nukunya’s hands and interlaces their fingers, wrapping her free arm around the back of Masako’s neck. Masako sighs and nestles into Kia’s embrace, some of the tension going out of her frame. Nukunya squeezes their joined hands. Yes, they’re trapped in a crowded closet avoiding people who want to kill them, but if she wasn’t squished between two sexy bodies, Kia might float away from the sheer power of her delight.

“They’re leaving,” Masako whispers a few horrible, wonderful minutes later. “Already past our door.”

“Thank fuck,” Kia breathes, tipping her head back into Nukunya’s shoulder.

“No need to be crass,” they say chidingly.

“Every reason to be crass,” Kia argues.

Nukunya hums thoughtfully. “Well, then. Thank fuck.”

“Can you please shut up until they’re gone?” Masako pleads, thunking her head against Kia’s collarbone. “Crane has been holding this for so long.”

Kia almost apologizes, but realizes just in time that it would be the opposite of helpful, so she pats Masako’s back and goes back into sort of a horny trance. They’ll get back to the brothel eventually, but she can't do anything in the meantime to speed it up, so she chooses to savor the anticipation.

(She checks to make sure a couple of her knives are available, just in case someone comes back to check the fabric closet and they end up doing some murdering after all.)

“Gone,” Masako tells them with the most relief-per-syllable Kia has ever heard. She starts to struggle upright, and Kia tightens her embrace.

“Wait,” she orders. Masako goes statue-still immediately, which is... Hm. Something to discuss later. “How far away are they?”

“Out to the street.”

Kia hums. “We should stay here until they’re out of range for safety’s sake.”

“I guess,” Masako says, so petulantly Kia has to smother a laugh. Yes, she’s horny, too! Unfortunately few things spoil the mood like getting caught in the middle of a spy mission. She feels Nukunya sigh, erection undaunted in its attentions to her ass. She wonders if that’s uncomfortable. It seems like it would be. 

They just need to get out of this, and then everyone will be able to get very comfortable.

“I can’t feel them anymore,” Masako announces at a normal volume, which after all the whispering sounds like a shout. She drops the spell, which Kia can tell because her shoulders suddenly untense and because she can hear the lap of waves. She hadn’t realized the water was missing, and it’s absurdly relaxing to have the sound of it back.

“If we could all get off me?” Nukunya asks from the bottom of the pile. There’s a joke about “getting off” in there somewhere, but Kia diplomatically chooses to help their escape instead of making it. The bolts of fabric are no easier to squirm through the second time, but they persevere to tumble into the empty hallway.

“Okay,” Kia starts, after taking a deep breath of fresh(er) air. “I am obligated to ask, while we’re still here: Do we want to go back to the paperwork in the office?”

“No,” Masako snaps.

“Absolutely not,” Nukunya says simultaneously.

Kia agrees, but: “We’re passing up the opportunity get more information about the kidnappers in order to go back to the brothel and fuck?”

“Yes,” Masako says urgently.

“You are wasting time,” Nukunya says, deeply exasperated and already heading for the back door.

“I just wanted to make sure,” Kia says, hands up like she’s trying to stop a fight (not that anyone can really see her hands in this unlit hallway). “Don’t blame me if we have to come back again tomorrow night.”

“Agreed,” Nukunya says, glancing over their shoulder. “Now, are you coming?”

Okay, that joke writes itself. “I will be soon if everything goes well,” Kia announces cheerfully, shutting the closet door.

“I cannot believe I want to kiss you,” Masako mutters again, stalking away with barely-contained impatience. Nukunya follows her with very slightly more poise, and Kia tries not to cackle as she brings up the rear.

They get back to the entrance to the tunnels unseen, mostly because it's the dead of night. The tunnels themselves are... there, Kia’s pretty sure. They don’t matter, though, so Kia’s brain edits them out.

“How did it go?” Kaori asks when they burst out the other end, panting and a bit giddy.

“Great!” Kia says, already heading for the carriage.

“Did you get what you needed?” Kaori asks, hustling to catch up.

“In more than one way,” Nukunya says evenly, pulling open the carriage door and helping Masako inside. 

“So where to now?” Kaori seems slightly concerned by the urgency, but not enough to stop her from going for the reins.

“Back to the brothel,” Kia says lightly, hoping Kaori can’t, like, sense horniness through the air. (Yes, that’s a ridiculous thing to think, but she’s a bouncer at a brothel and Kia’s about to go kiss on a woman who controls nature spirits. Her life is ridiculous.) “We’ll regroup in the morning and figure out our next steps there.”

“You got it.” Kaori salutes and jumps into the driver’s seat. Kia practically launches herself into the carriage proper and yanks the door shut.

“So,” she starts, tearing down her face wrap.

“Sit down,” Nukunya orders from the far corner of the bench.

“They said no,” Masako says mournfully from the opposite corner of the carriage.

“Pardon?” They all sway as the carriage gets moving. Kia absorbs the motion into her legs, staying upright. She'd planned to sit in someone’s lap, and she’s not sure where to go now that lap-sitting seems to be off the menu.

“We’re not having sex for the first time in a carriage while Kaori drives us,” Nukunya says evenly, hands folded in their lap.

“Picky, aren’t you?” Kia asks reflexively.

Nukunya glares at her in the specific way she’s learned means they’re blushing. “I don’t think it’s picky to want to avoid intimate activities in public places.”

“Is a carriage public?” Masako asks thoughtfully.

“Who said we were gonna have sex in the carriage?” Kia asks, re-evaluating her expectations about what Masako might be like in bed.

“I didn’t suggest it!” Masako says, offended and blushing. “They just immediately sat down and told me we weren’t going to get up to ‘anything inappropriate until we’re somewhere sufficiently private.’”

Kia sits on the same bench as Nukunya but with several empty, useless feet between them. “That hardly seems fair,” she complains. “You both made out in a carriage already while Kaori was driving and I only got to watch.” She gives Nukunya her best pout. “Don’t I also deserve carriage kisses?”

“It’s not about deserving,” Nukunya says like a classroom lecturer, though Kia can’t help noticing they’re staring at her mouth. She licks her lips pointedly and Nukunya swallows, hands tightening. “If we start now, we’re not going to be able to stop.”

Kia opens her mouth to argue, glances at Masako (who’s looking intently at the ceiling), and realizes that Nukunya is absolutely right. If she touches either one of them it’s going to end with someone’s hands down someone else’s trousers, and she doesn’t have a terribly strong preference about whose and whose.

The carriage goes over a bump and Kia’s stomach suddenly remembers how much it fucking hates carriages. She shuts her mouth, and then covers it with her hand for good measure.

“Yeah,” she says weakly as she digs in her bag for one of her seasickness candies. “Okay. We wait until we get back to the brothel.”
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THEY GET TO THE BROTHEL... somehow. Kaori stops the carriage several buildings down and does the secret knock and handshake that gets them into the underground passages. It’s a mostly straight shot through the increasingly-familiar dusty tunnels to the hidden staircase for their brothel, which has their bedroom, where Kia would really like to be. She doesn’t sprint only because sprinting usually means something is on fire or someone is being actively murdered, and she doesn’t want to alarm anyone. In her heart, though? She’s fucking sprinting.

Kia swings through the door into their room and turns around as soon as she’s inside, yanking the first person to come through after her—Nukunya, as it turns out—into a kiss. Nukunya stumbles a few scrambling steps closer, uncharacteristically graceless, and cups the back of her head in both hands. They kiss like they do paperwork, direct and efficient and with their entire focus. The world narrows down to Nukunya’s hot, insistent mouth, their muscles under Kia’s hands, the press of their body.

The door snaps shut and the lock slides home a breath later, broadening Kia’s perception of the world somewhat, and she breaks off the kiss to look over Nukunya's shoulder at an exasperated Masako.

“You’re welcome,” she says daintily, jerking a thumb at the door behind her. Thank fuck one of them was thinking about the door, because Kia certainly wasn't.

“Come over here and let me thank you properly,” Kia says, offering her hand to Masako around Nukunya. Masako considers this for a long, syrup-sweet moment before crossing the room. She sets her hand lightly in Kia’s and allows herself to be guided until she’s pressed half against them both. The warmth of her shivers through Kia's body, and she sighs in satisfaction before she fits their lips together.

Kissing Masako is... lush is the only way Kia can describe it, which may say more about her lack of brainpower at the moment than anything else. Masako's mouth is generous and full, her body soft and warm. Kia wants to wrap herself around all those ample curves like a robe, wants to crawl inside her and never leave. She breathes in the jasmine of her hair oil and the sweet salt of her skin, just a whiff of sweat. Fuck, Kia wants to eat her.

“You taste gorgeous,” Kia murmurs against Masako’s mouth, tracing her fingernails against the nape of Masako’s neck. Masako blushes wonderfully, and Kia wants very badly to know how far down she can get the blush to go.

Nukunya chooses this moment to kiss under Kia’s jaw, their mouth open and wet. Her knees genuinely go so weak Masako has to help hold her up. It has been far, far too long since anyone kissed Kia’s neck, and she forgets she had an actual goal for a bit, letting Masako support her weight while Nukunya drives the breath out of her fucking lungs.

“Bed,” she manages to gasp when they bite her jaw, her hand reflexively clenching on the back of Masako’s neck, which makes her gasp as well. “Why are we still fucking standing up, bed, bed.”

“I had a feeling you’d be demanding,” Nukunya purrs in her ear, gently corralling the three of them in a bedward direction.

“You’re the one who refused to fuck in a closet or a carriage,” Kia points out, guiding Masako around a chair. “I don’t think you get to call me demanding when I’m trying to fulfill your request in the first place.”

“Of course you two are going to argue while we do this,” Masako grumbles, accidentally overbalancing onto the bed when they thump into it. “No, no, gross,” Masako immediately says, shoving both back upright. “No outside clothes! We were just in a sewer.”

“Wastewater drainage tunnel,” Kia corrects. It was not a sewer, since she has sworn never to set foot in one again. She went in it, therefore it couldn’t have been a sewer. She makes this correction while undressing, though, because Masako has a point.

Next time, Kia decides as she scrambles her boots off, next time they’re going to do this slowly. She’s going to unwrap Masako and Nukunya like gifts, reverently removing each layer before moving on to the next. She’s going to savor it. It’s going to be drawn out and sexy, and no one is going to trip over anyone else’s boots and almost faceplant into the bed.

Right now, though? There’s no unwrapping. There’s no savoring. It's a race to get undressed, one that Kia is unfortunately losing on account of the armor. Well, the armor and the knives. Nukunya and Masako are already in their undergarments while she’s still got her fucking leathers on, but she can’t take the leathers off until she takes all the knives out.

“Sorry,” she says around knife number ten, a wicked number almost as long as her thigh. “I’m going as quickly as I can.”

“No need to apologize,” Masako says from the bed. Her eyes gleam every time Kia pulls out another knife, so hopefully she’s into extended knife-based striptease.

“How many do you have on you?” Nukunya asks around knife number eighteen, their hand resting possessively on Masako’s thigh. (Knife number eighteen comes out at the same time as knives number seventeen through twenty-three, as all six of them are throwing knives and they live in the same sheath.)

“Enough for what I need and then one more for safety,” Kia says, taking knife number twenty-four out of its specially-made sheath in her bodice under her left tit.

“Is there anywhere you don’t store knives?” Masako asks, watching avidly as Kia takes knife number thirty out of the holster inside her left boot.

“My ass,” Kia says blithely, taking off her now knife-free boots. “Or my mouth. It doesn’t work.”

Masako makes a surprised squeaking sound. Nukunya tilts their head thoughtfully. “That leaves one orifice unmentioned.”

“Technically five, if we’re including the nostrils and the ears,” Kia points out, finally peeling out of her black leather bodice. “But yeah, I have a special knife I can hide in my cunt.” And it’s saved her life on multiple occasions when she couldn’t sneak in anything else. No one expects the vagina knife.

Masako drags her eyes away from Kia’s nipples where they’re pebbled through her undershirt to ask, “Do you—is it—”

“Not tonight,” Kia says, flashing a cocky grin as she wiggles out of her pants. “You two are in luck; my cunt is entirely unarmed.”

“Good to know,” Nukunya says evenly, with the barest hint of an eye-roll.

“You are a ridiculous person,” Masako complains.

“And yet you wanna kiss me so bad it’s killing your common sense.” Kia drops the rest of her leathers on the ground and crawls onto the bed in her linen chemise and hose.

“The only explanation,” Masako huffs, but she draws Kia in for a kiss anyway, mouth open and welcoming. Kia hums into it, fumbling around until her hand lands on Nukunya’s thigh, not wanting them to feel left out. She’s rewarded with a chuckle and a warm caress to her hip. She pulls away from Masako after a moment and kisses Nukunya, a hot slide of tongue and teasing, then sits back on her heels.

“So what do you like?” she asks, one hand on each of their knees, giddy and a little nervous. Kia’s put a lot of thought into how this scenario might play out, but now that it’s happening her fantasies have melted away into seafoam. 

“I...” Masako starts, glancing between them. “I’m not... What?”

Ah. Yes. Not everyone is as comfortable or has as much practice bluntly discussing sex preferences as Kia. (She’s heard some stories from Glory about Lucían.) “Well,” she starts with a shrug, trying to make it seem casual, “I like fingers and mouths both. I like things in me and I like having my clit touched; both at once is the best. I like biting and being bitten; I don’t like being hit but I like doing the hitting if other people like it.” Masako’s eyes go wider and wider over the course of this list, so Kia decides to skip most of the other negotiations (they don’t need to get into stuff with ropes right away) and finishes with, “I love eating pussy.” After a glance at Nukunya, she feels obligated to add, “I’ve only had one lover who didn’t have to buy their own cock, but she didn’t like having it touched, so I’m looking forward to trying touching stuff with you.”

“...oh,” Masako whispers, her cheeks very red.

Nukunya—who listened to Kia’s entire speech intently—nods. “I also enjoy hands and mouths, both on me and on other people. I enjoy being penetrated but I am... particular about when, so it is unlikely to come up tonight. No hitting, no scratching, and firm touches only.” Kia raises her eyebrows at the last bit, and Nukunya sighs. “I am unfortunately ticklish,” they admit, raising their gaze to the ceiling in supplication. Their eyes snap back to Kia’s. “If you take advantage of that and attempt to tickle me as a ‘joke’ I will almost certainly punch you on reflex.”

“Which I would deserve,” Kia says agreeably. “Anywhere in particular I should just try to avoid?”

“The armpits,” Nukunya says with dignity. 

Kia files that away, immediately tempted to tickle their armpits and determined to resist the urge. “Noted,” she says, turning to Masako, who still seems a little bowled over by the conversation. After a long moment of silence Kia caresses her thigh through the thin fabric of her robe and prompts, “Masako?”

Masako jumps, shutting her mouth. “I,” she starts, fails to continue, and wets her lips. “I don’t usually. Talk about it like this.”

“That’s fine,” Kia soothes, caressing her thigh again. “We just want to know what you like.”

“You don’t need to go into great detail,” Nukunya adds, taking Masako’s hand and kissing her knuckles.

Masako takes a deep breath, her hand visibly clenching on Nukunya’s. “I like touching?” she says, staring directly at the blanket. It’s not said confidently, but it’s a start. “I like having my hair brushed and played with.” She chews on her lower lip and finally admits, “I haven’t done a lot beyond some things with hands, so I might. I might not know.”

“That’s fine.” Kia scoots closer, kissing the curve of Masako’s shoulder. “We can find out together if you want to.”

“I do,” Masako says, resting her cheek against the coils of Kia's braids. “I want that, I’m just...”

“Nervous?” Nukunya asks, kissing her knuckles again.

Masako hides her face in Kia’s hair. “You must think I’m incredibly naive.”

“Nah.” Kia gets an arm around her back and pets her soothingly. “Everyone has a first time for everything. It’s normal to be nervous.”

Masako peeks at her sidelong, brow arched. “Even you?”

Kia laughs. “I was sixteen and neither of us had any idea what we were doing. I think I fingered slightly to the left of her clit for like ten minutes before she finally got up the courage to tell me I wasn’t in the right spot.”

“The first time I tried to let someone fuck me, I couldn’t relax enough for even a finger, and we ended up just using our mouths,” Nukunya volunteers with a surprisingly casual air.

“How many tries did it finally take?” Kia can't help asking.

Nukunya huffs, annoyed and amused. “Five. With other people.” They tap the fingers of their free hand on their thigh thoughtfully. “I didn’t keep track when I was practicing with myself.”

“Yeah, fair enough.” Kia grins at them. “Always different when it’s just you.” She rubs between Masako’s shoulder blades, gently drawing her attention. “Is there anything you should avoid for... Um. Religious reasons?”

Masako shakes her head with absolute certainty. “Michi doesn’t forbid sex in any way,” she says, wrinkling her nose. “I’m not... It’s not that I’m a priestess, I just haven’t had time, and I don’t usually like people that way, and...”

Nukunya leans in to interrupt her with a gentle kiss. “Just tell us if you don’t like something, or don’t want to try something,” they say, rubbing a thumb in a slow circle on the inside of Masako’s wrist.

“And tell us if you like something,” Kia chimes in. “Or just moan really obviously if it’s too good for words.”

Masako shuts her eyes and takes a deep breath. “Okay,” she whispers, then opens her eyes and gently sets a hand on Kia’s sternum, pushing her over onto her back and lightly pinning her there. “Okay,” she says more loudly. “I’d—I’d like to see you.”

“Happy to oblige,” Kia says cheerfully, shucking off her chemise with a wiggle. She tosses it aside, the air caressing the bare skin of her torso. Both Masako and Nukunya’s eyes drop very gratifyingly to her tits. Kia lets her arms settle over her head to improve the view. She doesn’t have large tits but they’re nice, and damn it feels good to have them appreciated.

It would feel a lot better if someone was touching them, though, so she shimmies and says, “Don’t everyone rush in at once.”

“Demanding,” Nukunya comments idly, setting a possessive hand on her waistband.

“I prefer to think of it as being clear about my wants and needs so my partners don’t have to wonder what they should be doing,” Kia says brightly, walking her fingers up their arm to curl her hand behind their neck and reel them closer.

“I wasn’t complaining,” Nukunya tells her with a smirk from an inch away. Their mouth on hers is hot and surprisingly tender. They slowly drag their hand from her waistband up over her ribcage and finally cup her tit. The pleasure sparks down her spine into her cunt, and Kia shudders, breaking the kiss to gasp against their lips and arch into the touch. Nukunya hums smugly and circles her nipple with the pad of their thumb. Kia’s nipple tightens up like she dipped it in ice water, so apparently her body has also been feeling extremely neglected and unfucked, and it’s not just a mental thing.

“You should definitely do that more,” she tells Nukunya in a voice that's embarrassing breathy for this early in the process. “Maybe with your mouth.”

“Excellent suggestion,” they say seriously, like she’s just made a good point in a strategy meeting, and their mouth starts on a meandering, maddening journey over her jaw and neck. They’ll get to her tit eventually—she assumes—but they seem focused on covering every inch of skin between her ears and her ribs with wet, open-mouthed kisses and bites. This is fine with Kia! Sure, she might come untouched from the anticipation, but she's up for that!

“Um,” Masako says from Kia’s left. Right! She's here, too! (The kissing and nipple play is very distracting!) “I... should I...” She looks turned on and immensely awkward, a hand hovering vaguely in Kia's direction.

“You should kiss me, too,” Kia announces, tugging her over by that questioning hand. “And then play with my tits some if you want to, and then we can take your top off and play with your tits, if we all want that.”

“I would enjoy that very much,” Nukunya chimes in from the hollow under Kia’s collarbone.

“Me, too.” Kia kisses Masako’s knuckles and gazes up at her adoringly. “I have been dreaming about your tits since we met.”

“Really?” Masako blurts, scandalized and delighted.

Kia nods, scratching Nukunya’s cropped scalp and enjoying their shudder. “You are a truly spectacular woman, and I am but a humble seeker of flowers.” She kisses the inside of Masako’s wrist. “I about exploded of pent-up lust when we shared the baths for the first time.”

“I didn’t notice,” Masako admits, letting herself be drawn down until she has to prop herself up on one elbow. “I think I was too busy trying not to really obviously stare at you.”

“The staring was extremely mutual,” Kia tells her, leaning up to blatantly angle for a kiss, which Masako graciously provides. Nukunya’s mouth is still meandering toward her nipple, one of their hands caressing her hip, and Kia very quickly decides she really likes group sex and would like to have lots more of it. Every inch of her skin prickles with pleasure, goosebumps all the way down to her toes, and then Nukunya finally licks her nipple at the same time Masako’s tongue tangles with hers and Kia practically levitates off the bed with the strength of her response. She was wet before, but now? She’s pretty sure it’s visible through her drawers, not that anyone's looking at those.

“Fuck,” she moans into Masako’s mouth. “Hells, okay, we need to be naked now, or at least I need to be naked now.”

“Do you see how demanding she is?” Nukunya asks Masako, lips brushing the tender skin of her breast. “She asks me to put my mouth on her tits and then suddenly she needs her clothes off when I get there.” They squeeze the curve of Kia’s hip and lick her nipple again. “No respect.”

“I thought you could multitask,” Kia suggests, trying to reach her own waistband and being thoroughly blocked by two beautiful people. “I didn’t tell you to stop sucking on my nipples.”

“If I do things, I do them with my full attention,” Nukunya says haughtily. They proceed to suit actions to words, which is great for Kia’s nipples, but bad for her progress toward full nudity. She’s feeling very sexually bullied, which she rather enjoys, but in the interest of coming before she explodes, she gives Masako a pleading look.

“Little help?” Kia wiggles her hips pointedly. “I can’t reach.”

Masako kisses her again instead. Kia loses a bit of time like that. Getting naked seems far away and unimportant compared to the gentle scrape of Nukunya’s teeth against her tit and the lazy slide of Masako’s tongue. Masako’s lips smear against her cheek, and the hinge of her jaw, and when she bites Kia’s earlobe Kia makes a whining sound that would be embarrassing if she wasn’t so horny.

“Not so demanding now,” Nukunya tells her sternum. She should probably smack them for rudeness, but she can’t quite remember where her hands are. Also, immediately after saying that Nukunya unties the laces on her drawers, which perks Kia's cunt right up.

“Yes, please,” she whimpers, lifting her hips so Nukunya can pull her soaked underthings off. Nukunya resettles curled into Kia’s body with one hand resting infuriatingly on her naked inner thigh. Masako mirrors them, hand in the same place on the opposite leg. Kia is being cuddled to within an inch of her life (wonderful) and is still achingly empty. The dual emotions want to tear her apart. There will be two Kias soon, and they’ll both be sexually frustrated.

“If you don’t get with the program I am going to draw dicks in all your notebooks,” she tells Nukunya, voice not the least bit threatening. “I will crumple all your clothes in a pile so they get wrinkly.”

Nukunya bites the curve of her tit her reproachfully, not hard enough to hurt but enough to distract. “Patience,” they say sternly, petting circles on the inside of her leg just below where she's slick. (Maybe they should have put down a towel? Too late now.)

“I have been so fucking patient,” Kia argues indignantly. “I have been the most patient person in the world. You know I normally masturbate every morning?”

Nukunya’s hand pauses. “I did not know.”

“What have you been doing since we all ended up here?” Masako asks, in between kisses to the underside of Kia’s breast.

“Suffering,” Kia says with feeling and a grumpy wiggle. “Masako, if you finger me right now you’ll be my new favorite. I will eat your pussy so good they’ll be able to hear you moan out on the street, I swear if someone doesn’t touch meeeeee—” Her voice goes very high and loud at the end, which is the natural reaction when someone (Nukunya) suddenly cups your cunt in their hand and gives it a squeeze.

“Ah. You have been waiting, haven’t you.” Their fingers gently explore her folds, mostly discovering how fucking wet she is, and Kia exhales a long, lingering whine when they find her clit, cunt clenching. Kia tries to spread her legs to give Nukunya more room to work and gets nowhere, pinned between them and Masako as she is. Kia isn’t normally the one being restrained—the knives make people expect a certain attitude from her in the bedroom—but it’s not bad. It’s especially not bad when Nukunya slips two fingers into her cunt with zero resistance at the same time that Masako sucks on her nipple. It’s so not bad that Kia arches almost straight off the bed, practically choking on her tongue.

“Don’t you dare stop,” Kia orders, rocking into the touch as much as she can. “Either of you,” she adds when Masako tongues her nipple in a truly indecent manner. There’s lightning arcing through her body between Masako’s mouth and Nukunya’s fingers, sparking out to the tips of her fingers and toes. She’s so wound up—has been so wound up—that she could come if someone would just—

Masako’s hand insinuates itself under Nukunya’s and strokes her clit, pinned in place by Nukunya’s palm, and the tension in Kia’s body shatters in a harsh, surprising rush.

“Oh!” she yelps, genuinely surprised, and then, “Fucking gods,” and then she starts laughing, unable to stop either the giggles or the orgasm as it takes over and leaves her gasping. The pleasure rolls on and on as Nukunya and Masako’s hands work in tandem, her pussy spasming while the rest of her goes boneless. She feels amazing, loose and relaxed like she hasn’t in weeks.

Wow.

“That was sudden,” Kia says to the ceiling when she’s finally done coming, sprawled lax and sweaty on the bed.

“Oh, you don’t normally come thirty seconds after getting someone’s fingers in you?” Nukunya asks, pretending to be surprised. 

“Only in very specific circumstances,” Kia says agreeably, clumsily patting both their heads. “Congratulations on finding them. Excellent work. No complaints.”

“I don’t feel like I did very much,” Masako says with an edge of complaint, her face tucked into the side of Kia’s tit.

“You can take point on my next orgasm,” Kia says magnanimously. She squirms until they let her up, shivering when Nukunya's fingers slip free of her (even wetter now) cunt.

“Where are you going?” Masako complains as she’s jostled aside.

“I have promises to keep,” Kia says, climbing shakily to her knees with legs that don’t particularly want to work.

“Promises?” Nukunya asks, wiping off their wet fingers on their undershirt and then tugging the whole thing off over their head. It’s a shocking amount of Nukunya to suddenly see—they only ever wear long sleeves—and Kia immediately forgets what she was about to say in favor of ogling. They have narrow shoulders nicely rounded with muscle and smooth deep brown skin unmarred by scars. They don’t have much of a defined waist, nor do they have much of a belly, either. Kia expects there are some abs under that even layer of padding, but she mostly wants to get her mouth on those pecs before she rolls around naked on as much bare skin as she can.

“Promises?” Nukunya prompts again, when Kia’s mentally caught on the tent in their trousers and calculating what that’s going to look like.

“What?” Kia asks distantly, wondering if it'll taste much different from pussy, and then she shakes herself. “Promises,” she repeats, tracking down the runaway cart that had her thoughts in it. “I told Masako that if she fingered me I’d eat her out until she screamed, and then she did, so...”

“I did most of the fingering,” Nukunya corrects, like the sexy pedantic asshole they are.

“Which I intend to let you fuck me about later,” Kia tells them with a boop on the nose. “Wait your turn.” Nukunya goes very satisfyingly silent, eyes wide and mouth half-open, and Kia can’t resist dropping a kiss on that shocked mouth before she rounds on Masako, who’s also staring at her wide-eyed and open-mouthed. “What?” she asks, glancing down at herself like she might find a spill on her non-existent shirt.

“You—” Masako squeaks. She wets her lips, swallows, and tries again with, “You want to...”

“Eat your pussy until you come on my face?” Kia finishes for her. “Yes, absolutely, if you want that.” Masako’s already-red face goes redder, and in the interest of full honesty Kia adds, “I also want to suck on your tits and see if I can smother myself in your cleavage, if you’re up for it.”

Masako blinks at her twice, then snorts. “If I’m up for it,” she mutters, yanking open the ties on her under robe and tossing it aside, which leaves her suddenly, stunningly naked. “Do I look like I’m not up for it?”

“It’s good to check, regardless,” Kia says, somehow coherent through her distraction. She’s seen Masako naked before, yes, but she didn’t have permission to really look then. She going to make good use of the permission she has now.

Masako remains gorgeous, thick thighs and heavy breasts and the round, ample fall of her stomach perfectly fitting between them. Kia’s going to kiss every inch between her slender ankles and her soft neck, probably more than once, and she decides to start by climbing onto Masako’s lap and capturing her mouth.

Masako hums into the kiss, arms wrapping around Kia’s back to pull her close, and fuck yes, Masako feels amazing. Kia wants to burrow into her. Kia wants the sex to be over so they can cuddle naked for hours. Kia wants the sex to go on forever so she never has to stop touching her. Kia wants many conflicting things, but she’s good at both compartmentalizing and planning, so she pushes aside the things she can’t do right now and focuses on what she can, namely covering Masako’s neck in wet, biting kisses.

“Oh,” Masako gasps when Kia tugs on her earlobe with her teeth, and then, “Oh!” with rather more surprise. Kia glances up and makes eye contact with Nukunya over Masako’s shoulder. They've plastered themself to Masako's back and currently have their mouth on the back of her neck. It's an excellent strategy, and Kia gives them an approving nod as she works down to Masako’s collarbones, inhaling the salt-jasmine scent of her skin. It’s intoxicating, and Kia has to keep refocusing on her goal (make Masako come so good she forgets how words work for multiple minutes) to keep herself from spacing out with her face in Masako's skin.

Kia does allow herself to indulge when she reaches Masako’s breasts, nuzzling between them and kissing her sternum. Just to go for broke, she cups one tit in each hand and hefts them gently, peeking up at Masako as she does.

“Still good?” she asks, though from the sounds Masako’s making she thinks she knows the answer.

“Very good,” Masako says, eyes half-shut and her head tipped to the side to give Nukunya more neck access.

Permission granted! Kia attempts to smother herself in Masako’s cleavage. (If Kia gets to choose how she dies, she hopes she goes smothered in cleavage at the age of a hundred and three. It seems like the best ending.) When she comes up for air she kisses her way to one of Masako’s nipples and circles it with her tongue. Masako has large, soft nipples (getting less soft with every move of Kia’s mouth) and dark areolas standing out against her bronze skin, areolas which Kia plans to thoroughly lavish with attention.

Masako gives a surprised moan when Kia introduces sucking to the party, and she glances up with her eyebrows raised in question. Masako’s head is tipped back, mouth hanging open, and it takes her a moment to realize Kia’s checking in.

“I just...” she starts, looking embarrassed in a very horny way. “No one’s ever...” She gestures helplessly at her tits, hand hovering awkwardly before it settles on Kia’s shoulder.

“Yeah, it’s kind of a revelation,” Kia says, heroically taking her mouth off Masako’s nipple to do so. She squeezes the soft weight of her tits, circling the pebbled nub of Masako’s other nipple with her thumb, and grins wickedly. “Just wait until I get to your cunt,” she promises, and dives back in.

Masako gasps something in Taiyou-go, fingers clenching on Kia’s shoulder and her legs wrapping around her waist in a full-body hug, probably desperate for some pressure on the cunt in question. Kia’s definitely not ready to be done with Masako’s tits, but that doesn’t mean she has to neglect the rest of her. It takes some wiggling and pointed pushing at Masako’s leg, but Kia gets them arranged the way she wants: straddling Masako’s generous thigh, with her own pressed tightly against the hot, wet folds of her pussy.

Masako says something else strangled in Taiyou-go at the first touch of Kia’s leg, rigid and trembling immediately. Kia presses an open-mouthed kiss to the underside of Masako’s breast and asks, “Okay?”

“Why do you keep asking,” Masako hisses, hips hitching in tiny, suppressed movements. “Why can’t you just do it?”

“It’s important to ensure the enjoyment of one's partner, or partners,” Nukunya says, now caressing Masako’s sides in between kisses and bites to the back of her neck.

“What Nukunya said,” Kia agrees, adding a little more pressure against Masako’s cunt and relishing the shudder it elicits. “Also, I like compliments.” She takes Nukunya’s hand and guides it to cup Masako’s tit from behind, then grabs her hip and tugs her into a more obvious grind. 

“What—what are you—” Masako pants, red-faced and sweating.

“Use my leg how you want,” Kia encourages, enough steel in her tone that it’s an obvious order. Once again Masako obeys instinctively, feet bracing against the mattress and her hips lifting on a slow, filthy roll that smears slick all over Kia’s thigh.

“Oh—hah—I—” Masako shivers, clutching Kia at the shoulder and the back of the neck like if she lets go she’ll be swept away in a current.

“Just like that,” Kia praises, petting the rolls of her hip and flank with lingering fingers. “You’re doing great.”

Masako opens her mouth to argue, but instead of words she lets out a long, lingering whine when Kia takes her nipple back into her mouth. Nukunya’s still playing with the other tit, and fuck, being the center of attention earlier was fantastic, but she likes teaming up to sexually wreck Masako just as much as she liked being sexually wrecked. Forget being professional! They should have been doing this the whole time!

Kia eventually decides she’s done with Masako’s tits (for the moment) when Masako is whining on every exhale, humping Kia’s leg without restraint, too overwhelmed to do anything but lay there and take it. It’s one of Kia’s favorite looks on a sex partner, and it’s gonna get a lot better in a minute.

“Nukunya?” she asks politely, emerging from Masako’s cleavage for acoustic clarity. “I think we should move her up against the headboard.”

“Leaning against it or laying down?” Nukunya asks like they’re discussing a heist strategy instead of Masako’s impending orgasm.

“Laying down will probably be best,” Kia says thoughtfully. “Masako? Do you have an opinion?”

“My opinion is you should stop asking me things that make me think,” Masako grumbles, absently rutting against Kia’s leg. 

“Laying down, then,” Kia decides. “If you’d be so kind, Nukunya?”

With some arranging of both pillows and limbs they get Masako against the headboard, propped up with Nukunya curled into her side. (Nukunya is still wearing drawers, Kia notes as she crawls between Masako’s spread legs. That injustice will be addressed shortly.)

“I think you’re going to like this,” she tells Masako sincerely, caressing her dimpled inner thighs and enjoying the soft prickle of her leg hair. “Not everyone does, though, so tell me if you’re not into it and we’ll do something else.” Masako half-nods, looking somewhere past Kia instead of at her. Kia frowns. That won’t do. “Masako?” she prompts, patting her thigh pointedly. “Are you going to tell me if you don’t like it?”

“Yes,” Masako snaps, horny and flustered and unwilling to make direct eye contact. “Yes! I’ll tell you! I—” she spits something in Taiyou-go that’s either a swear or a prayer, Kia can’t tell which. “How do either of you ever get to the actual sex if you have to keep stopping and asking embarrassing questions all the time?”

“Asking embarrassing questions is part of the sex,” Kia says cheerfully, flopping to her belly and wriggling closer.

“Eventually the questions get less embarrassing, and you stop having to ask them as frequently,” Nukunya adds, ever-helpful. They kiss the corner of Masako’s mouth, too, which soothes and distracts her enough that some of the tension goes out of her legs.

“That, too.” Kia pauses to inhale deeply, the salty, musky scent of sex heavy on the air. She really, really loves eating pussy, and it has been far too long. “I’m gonna touch you now.”

“I wish you would,” Masako complains to the ceiling. Kia grins, gently spreading Masako’s folds with her thumbs and lifting the dark tangle of her pubic hair out of the way. She hadn’t thought Masako would be this bratty in bed, but she's not mad about it.

She has to take a moment just to admire Masako’s pussy, as is right and proper. She’s flushed dark, swollen clit begging for Kia’s mouth, inner lips a deep red-brown and glimmering wetly. Kia swallows hard. No point in drooling before she even gets a taste, and she’s planning on a whole damn feast.

“Whaaaaaaa—” Masako half-yelps when Kia dives in tongue-first, a slow swipe from her entrance up to her clit, smearing Masako’s juices as she goes. Kia follows with some gentle suction right on Masako’s blood-hot clit, and Masako grabs Kia’s braids in both hands, wrapping one calf over her shoulder so aggressively her heel thunks into Kia’s back.

“Sorry,” Masako pants, sounding embarrassed and distracted. “Didn’t mean to kick you.”

“It’s a compliment,” Kia surfaces long enough to assure her, petting the back of the thigh that’s now over her shoulder. She sucks again, gets her hair pulled for her trouble—exactly the reaction she was going for—and sets to work.

Kia loves eating pussy, loves the taste and the smell and the slippery-soft feel of it under her tongue. She loses herself in it, learning what Masako likes. She turns out to enjoy a lot of tongue around her labia and entrance, but winces when Kia tries the same on her clit. Kia can work with that, and makes her tongue soft and sweet and her lips careful whenever she centers on Masako's clit. Masako makes a lot of beautiful sounds, hums and gasps and moans and occasional hissed curses. Kia drinks them down, swallows them like she swallows Masako’s flavor and lets them stoke a second fire in her belly, cunt readying itself for round two.

Patience, she tells herself, thrusting her tongue as deep into Masako’s pussy as she can, practically suffocating in the process and delighted to do so. We can wait.

Masako can’t, though, or rather: Kia isn’t going to make her wait. When she’s trembling and can’t unlock her tense hands from Kia’s braids, it's time for the final blow: Kia caresses her thumbs along the lines of her labia, holding her open while she seals her mouth over Masako's clit without letting up. Masako stops breathing, hips rolling frantically into Kia’s face, and comes with a broken gasp. She doesn’t speak, and she’s not even very loud. It’s clear what’s happening, though, her stuttering breaths and shaking body and surge of wetness against Kia’s chin. Kia sucks her through her orgasm, drawing it out as long as she possibly can (which is pretty fucking long: she knows what she’s doing) and only detaches when Masako finally collapses, her hands flopping uselessly out of Kia’s hair.

“Oh, wow,” Masako pants at the ceiling, chest heaving in an extremely attractive manner.

“Yeah,” Kia agrees smugly, rolling her jaw side-to-side to release some of the tension. “I know.”

“It was beautiful,” Nukunya murmurs against Masako’s shoulder, one hand still cupping her breast. They kiss the curve of Masako’s neck and transition into slow caresses up and down her side, soothing her still-frantic breathing.

“I... Wow.” Masako blinks, eyes unfocused, and finally manages to actually look at Kia, whereupon she immediately hides behind one limp hand. “Oh, your face, I am so sorry.”

Kia shrugs. “If I didn’t want your pussy juices all over my face, I wouldn’t have put my face in your pussy,” she says bluntly, aware that she’s soaked from the nose-down and not at all bothered. “It’s a feature, not a drawback.” She pats Masako’s thigh fondly. “Budge up when you can move your legs again. We need to take care of Nukunya.”

“Why do you think I can’t move my legs?” Masako asks, peeking out between her fingers.

“Because if you could, you would have kicked me for being annoying by now,” Kia says reasonably, looking for something to wipe her face with. Nukunya helpfully hands over their discarded under tunic, and she nods her thanks. “You should get naked,” she tells them. “Why aren't you naked yet?”

“There wasn't a time to do it that wouldn't interrupt something else,” Nukunya says, giving Masako one more caress before going for their waistband.

“Truly your sex etiquette is unparalleled,” Kia says with a sardonic little half bow, watching with unblinking anticipation as Nukunya wiggles their drawers off. Their skin is flawlessly smooth, a swathe of gorgeous dark brown rolling from their scalp down to their toes. The softness on their belly continues on their hips and thighs, Kia's teeth itching to bite, and when they roll half to the side to toss their trousers away, she gets a glimpse of a round ass that she very much wants to grab in both hands.

Oh, and they have a cock. Kia's seen cocks before, of course—when you travel in close quarters it's hard to avoid not seeing a cock or two, to say nothing of the Guild's mixed-gender public baths and her one late-blooming girlfriend—but this is a new context. The most notable difference is that this one is hard—Kia’s old girlfriend took potions to change her body that meant she didn’t get hard like this. The second notable difference is Kia wants to touch it—and thinks touching would be welcome—rather than regarding it with mild pity for how inconvenient it must be to deal with. She's starting to understand the point of cocks for the first time.

“Hm,” Masako says, probably louder than she meant to, since she winces when they both look at her. “Sorry,” she says reflexively, awkwardly struggling upright (like someone whose legs still aren’t working properly post-orgasm, Kia notes with personal pride), her eyes skimming up and down Nukunya’s body. “I’ve just never actually seen one before.”

“I have, but not one like this,” Kia admits cheerfully, drawing Nukunya closer by the hand. “Anything you haven’t done that you feel like admitting, in the spirit of fairness and vulnerability?”

“I haven’t had sex with two people so deeply ignorant of my personal anatomy at once,” Nukunya says so dryly the ambient humidity in the air drops several metaphorical notches. “Does anyone have any questions before we proceed? Perhaps I could provide an educational lecture.”

“You could,” Kia says thoughtfully, staring quite unashamedly at their cock—flushed, leaking at the tip, foreskin fully retracted, probably a nice handful, “but that seems like it might take a lot of time and I was hoping to have that in me tonight.”

“Were you?” Nukunya asks with genuine surprise.

“If you’re up for that,” she says, shrugging. Nukunya stays quiet until Kia looks up at their face to find a brow raised, blatantly skeptical. “What?”

“I just didn’t expect you’d want to jump directly to that act,” they say, scrutinizing her for signs of reluctance.

“I know I like it with a glass one,” Kia says with rolled eyes. “Can’t imagine I wouldn’t like it with a homegrown one. You wanna fuck me or not?”

Nukunya gives a short, startled cough that might have started life as a laugh. “That would be enjoyable, yes.”

“Great.” Kia crawls closer, grinning in a way she knows makes people terrified, intensely horny, or both. “Do you wanna jump right to it, or do you want us to play with your tits first?” A pause. “Can I call them your tits? Do you have strong opinions about what your bits are called?”

“How many options are there?” Masako asks, mostly to herself.

“A truly incredible array, many of which are deeply unsexy,” Kia answers idly, looming into Nukunya's personal space and nudging their thigh with her knee. “Nukunya?”

Nukunya cups their chest thoughtfully. “I don’t normally refer to them as tits, but I’m not against it,” they decide, audibly working through the idea. “I don’t know if they technically qualify.”

“If you want ‘em to be tits, they’re tits,” Kia says staunchly. “If you want ‘em to be pecs, they’re pecs. Same with—” she waves at the dick she still hasn’t touched. “I’ll call it whatever you want.”

Nukunya gives her look so sincere and serious it pings her bullshit detector even before they say, “I prefer for my sexual partners to call it my ‘throbbing meat pillar.’”

“Why have I decided I want to be part of this,” Masako quietly asks the room at large.

“I’m going to pretend the words ‘throbbing meat pillar’ were never spoken aloud, in the interest of us continuing to have sex instead of going to bed feeling vaguely grossed out by bad terminology,” Kia announces, bonking them with her knee significantly harder than before. “You absolutely do not want me to call it that.”

“I don’t,” Nukunya agrees, giving her a rare smirk. “Cock or dick or any of those is fine. That’s what it is.”

“Great.” Kia commits that to memory. “I’m gonna touch it now.”

“I would be most obliged,” Nukunya says with a politely sarcastic dip of their head. Gods, they're such a snobby brat, and she likes it so much. She should express that somehow, so she bullies her way between their spread legs and wraps her hand around their cock.

The heat is the first thing she notices; it's hotter than the rest of their body, which makes sense due to the increase in bloodflow, blah blah. Lucían would probably know more anatomical details, assuming he could explain it without blushing himself to death. The second thing she notices is—

“It’s harder than I expected.” Kia gives the shaft an experimental squeeze. The skin is soft—softer than she was expecting, actually—but under that there’s almost no give. It’s obviously not as hard as her glass one, but Kia thought there’d be more squish, for lack of another term.

“Can I feel?” Masako asks, earlier annoyance replaced by curiosity. Kia sort of hands Nukunya’s dick over, which is objectively an incredibly funny thing to do, and Masako repeats Kia’s experimental squeeze. “Oh,” she says, her eyes wide, “oh, that is really hard.”

“Right?” Kia runs her fingers over the head where it pokes out above Masako’s hand, enjoying Nukunya's answering shiver. “But it’s not hard like there’s a bone in it, in spite of the term?” 

Masako frowns, clearly confused. Nukunya laughs lightly. “Did you two think the many, many rude euphemisms for hard cocks were all metaphorical?”

“Most people don’t say rude euphemisms about hard cocks to a priestess,” Masako points out. She looks down at the hard cock in question with narrowed eyes, then brightens. “Oh! Boner!”

“Good work,” Kia tells her, struggling not to laugh. “You got there in the end.” To Nukunya she continues, “I mostly didn’t think about hard cocks at all before I met you. Be grateful you piqued my interest.”

Nukunya’s face does something subtle, an emotion flashing across it too quickly for Kia to identify. It’s genuine, whatever it is, and when Nukunya says, “I am grateful for that, Knife,” it comes out low and honest. 

It’s entirely too much real emotion for Kia to deal with when she’s learning how to deal with other things (Nukunya’s dick, specifically), so she tosses her head and says, “As well you should be,” as imperiously as possible. Nukunya looks like they might say something else gross and sincere, so Kia thwarts those efforts with her mouth. Nukunya hums into the kiss, pulling her down flush against them, suddenly all bare skin on bare skin. There’s no place Kia would rather be, and that’s even before Masako carefully wiggles her hand out from in between them and curls into both their sides at once.

“So,” Kia says, squirming against the ridge of Nukunya’s cock experimentally, “do you have any requests about how we do this?”

Nukunya considers that with same care and respect they consider all of Kia’s questions. “Since it’s your first time—”

“With a homegrown one,” Kia clarifies. There’s no shame in being a virgin, but she’s extremely not one, and it feels weird to focus on this one area that's new.

“—it should be a position where you feel in control.” Nukunya leans up to kiss her again. “Do you agree?”

“I suppose,” Kia allows. She likes being in control in general, so that’s not a problem. “Me on top?”

Nukunya nods, trying to sit up and trapped under the combined cuddle of Kia and Masako. “Let me scoot up the bed a bit.”

There’s a great re-arranging of limbs. Nukunya ends up against pillows and the headboard while Kia straddles their hips. Masako cuddles up to Nukunya’s shoulder where she’ll be out of the way but have a good view.

“I feel a little rude leaving you over there,” Kia tells her, hands spread out on Nukunya’s tits and enjoying it very much.

Masako shrugs, petting the curve of Kia’s hip. “I think we sort of have to take turns with this anyway,” she says philosophically. “I already had mine, so I don’t mind.”

“As long as you don’t feel neglected,” Kia says, settling into Nukunya’s lap, cock pressed against the back of one thigh. “You good? Comfortable?” she asks Nukunya, grinding in a circle.

“I’ll be doing much better soon.” They exhale shakily and pull her into a high kneel. “Would you like any oil to ease the way?”

“Don’t think I need any,” Kia says quite honestly, reaching down to position their cock appropriately. The only way to have too much lubricant with sex is if you end up sliding off the bed, but she’s wet enough that it's onto her thighs now. She adjusts the angle to rub some of her generous wetness on Nukunya, and oh, okay, the feeling of a living organ against her pussy is new. The natural heat is a far cry from the first cold shock of a glass toy, and no one even needed to remember to warm it up. Convenient!

She makes eye contact with Nukunya, eyebrows raised, and gets an eager nod in response. They still haven't come, and it seems mean to keep them waiting. (Being mean and deliberately keeping them waiting is a conversation for later.)

Kia guides the head of their cock to her entrance and sinks down slowly, giving herself time to adjust. The stretch is perfect, just enough sting to count. Kia clenches reflexively about halfway down, which makes Nukunya’s breath catch and their hips jerk up. 

It’s a tiny thrust, maybe half an inch, but the sharp shock of it makes her gasp and clench again. Without entirely meaning to she sinks the rest of the way down, only coming back to herself when Nukunya’s cock is buried entirely inside of her. There's a moment of panting before she clenches with intention this time, and now that she’s not distracted she can enjoy the way Nukunya’s cock squishes with the clench a bit. She enjoys it so much she does it a few more times, and probably would have kept going if Nukunya hadn’t laughed.

“Yes?” she asks, as dignified as humanly possible.

“Did you find something you like?” they ask, similarly dignified. (Their hands, entirely unconcerned with dignity, roam her ass and thighs.)

Kia pretends to consider the question, experimentally rolling her hips in a circle. “I may have,” she allows, fighting to keep her voice from going breathy. “I need more experience with it to say, though.”

“I can’t believe there are two of you like this,” Masako complains into Nukunya’s shoulder. She says this while she’s looking at their joined crotches with avid interest, though, so it’s obviously performative. Kia leans in to kiss her, hand cupped under her soft jaw and both their mouths needy and open.

“You’re the one that knows both of us are like this and still wants to fuck us,” she says, dropping another little smooch on the tip of Masako's nose. “Look at yourself first.”

“I’d rather look at you,” Masako says cheekily, mastering her embarrassment in order to do it. That deserves another kiss, and when Kia comes up for air she kisses Nukunya, too. Nukunya hums into it and kneads her hips in their smooth, soft hands. Kia squirms at the touch, shifting their cock where it’s still buried inside of her, and they break the kiss on a shared gasp.

“Okay,” Kia says, getting her knees metaphorically under her again. “So I just...” She lifts up and lowers back down, slow and cautious. She's learning a flesh-and-blood cock has an inherent bendiness that a glass one doesn't, and the last thing she wants to do is accidentally hurt Nukunya. (Selfishly, if she gives them a dick injury, she’s not going to get to keep enjoying the dick. Dick-screction is the better part of valor, or something.)

Nukunya inhales unevenly and nods. “You might find the angle better if...” they offer helpfully, pulling on her hips. Kia lets herself be adjusted and discovers that they’re right—it’s a much easier slide and she doesn’t feel nearly as worried that she’s going to do something painful. She nods and repeats the motion, eyes slipping shut as her attention goes inward and, well... downward.

It’s a shame that mostly men have cocks and she’s not interested in men, because this is immensely nicer in many ways than glass, and she’s annoyed she hasn’t had the opportunity to try one before. It’s a kinder, gentler fuck than glass, and she speeds up as she gets the hang of it, tension once again coiling deep in her belly.

“Would you like me to—” Nukunya asks, sliding their hand inward toward her cunt.

“Do you have the angle?” Kia asks, hands braced on their shoulders and not pausing her movements. Someone’s going to need to touch her clit if she’s going to come, and she doesn’t think she can manage it while also staying upright.

“Oh, let me,” Masako offers, pushing closer and wrapping herself around Kia from the back. It’s an incredible shock of pleasure even before she slips a hand down between Kia's legs on a clit-seeking mission. It’s simply impossible to have this much skin contact in this position without the addition of another person, and Kia’s finding her skin-hunger is boundless: the more she gets, the more she wants.

“A little to the—haaaaa!” Kia’s direction breaks off into a moan as Masako finds what she’s looking for and rubs Kia’s clit, which makes her clench as she sits down on Nukunya’s cock, which makes her impending second orgasm abruptly much more impending.

“Right there?” Masako asks, as smug as though she’s been taking lessons from Kia in smugness, pressing a kiss to the crook of Kia’s neck and keeping her hand right where it is.

“Keep going,” Kia orders with no small urgency, trying out a little swivel of her hips and liking it enough to do it again. Nukunya has hold of her waist, fingers digging in tight, and leans forward to kiss her sweaty sternum.

“Beautiful,” they murmur, barely audible above the increasingly wet sounds of their fucking. “Lovely. Knife, you are so...” They shake their head like they’re lost for words and lick a nipple in a hot stab of sensation that goes straight to her cunt. Kia clenches down and Masako strokes her clit perfectly and Kia tosses back her head with a long, shuddering groan as she comes. 

If the first orgasm was a surprise, this one is a welcome home. It ripples out to her fingertips and toes, dances across her scalp and leaves her happily, wonderfully sated, as though she’d eaten a delicious meal and the meal was orgasms, or something. Whatever. She just came her brains out twice, she doesn’t have to be internally coherent.

“Knife,” Nukunya says through gritted teeth, their head tipped into the headboard and a very urgent look on their face. 

Ah. 

Yes. 

Kia has just a bit more work to do, and Masako smartly removes her hand while Kia figures out how to engage her thigh muscles again. Nukunya groans like it’s punched out of them on the first bounce, mouth open and eyes closed. Kia likes that look on their face very much, and she especially likes that she put it there. She watches intently as she speeds up, feels Nukunya actually twitch inside of her (neat!), and they make a sound deep in their throat, and then—

What happens next is very confusing, because Nukunya was about to come inside of her, but Kia suddenly finds herself empty, Nukunya's cock pulsing against the outside of her pussy and dripping all over their stomach. The sounds they make are truly excellent, but...

“Why’d you pull out?” Kia complains, brain finally catching up while Nukunya heaves for breath. “I wanted to feel what that was like.”

Nukunya gives her a bewildered look with eyes that don’t quite focus. “It seemed impolite to risk getting a child on you without having had a discussion about the possibility first,” they say after a moment, voice sex-rough and confused, which is a hell of a combination. “Especially the very first time we have sex.”

Kia blinks. “Oh.” It’s a placeholder sound more than anything—orgasm brain, as you do—but it clicks and she says, “Ooooh,” again, because.... Right. She’s aware that people with dicks frequently get people with cunts pregnant—look at Lucían and Glory—but as she’d never had sex with a homegrown dick before, it wasn't personally relevant. Also— “I take herbs for that twice a day.”

Nukunya looks even more confused. “To prevent pregnancy?”

“Yeah, technically,” Kia says with a shrug, “but I take them specifically to stop my monthly bleeds.”

“You can do that?!” Masako grabs Kia’s shoulder. “How? Can I have some?”

“Yeah, my friend the former monk came up with them,” Kia starts, deciding to go in order and counting the questions off on her fingers. “It’s a better version of the contraceptive tea you can get at most apothecaries, right? I have no idea how it works other than herbs and magic, and I can get you the formulation but no one out here can do the magic, so it’ll work pretty good but it won’t keep as long.” Nukunya watches this entire exchange, their confusion fading into fond exasperation, and Kia pats them on the pec. “Anyway, next time you can come in me if you want,” she tells them magnanimously. “It’s a very minimal risk of babies ensuing.”

“I will keep that in mind for the future,” Nukunya says as pleasantly and blandly as though accepting a boring new work assignment. They gently fidget their fingertips against the grain of her leg hair and utterly, adorably fail to smother a yawn. “I hate to fulfill a stereotype,” they say apologetically when the yawn finally ends, looking rather like a sleepy kitten, “but would anyone like another turn, or...”

Kia looks at Masako, startles like she’s not sure why the attention is suddenly on her. “What?” she asks, followed almost immediately by, “Oh!” and then, “Oh, I’m good.” She pauses, mild panic in her eyes, and finishes, “Thank you for asking?” clearly unsure as to whether or not it’s the correct response.

Kia opens her mouth to reply, but Nukunya’s yawn was contagious, and she promptly loses her own battle against it. “Works for me,” she says when she can speak again, happy exhaustion tugging at her eyelids. “Normally I’d be good for a few more, but it’s been a long fucking day, it doesn’t need to be a long night of fucking, too.”

Masako's eyebrows raise. “How many are you usually good for?” she asks, sounding afraid of the answer.

Kia considers that while she climbs off Nukunya for a cloth to address the worst of the mess. “I think my record is seven,” she says, padding naked over to the ewer and basin. Kia dampens a rag and returns to the bed, where she’s greeted with a nod of gratitude from Nukunya and an impressed, intimidated Masako.

“Seven?” she asks, rather high-pitched. “In one... session?”

“It was over three hours, and we had a break in the middle for snacks,” Kia reassures her. “Also, I was nineteen and all fucked up on being... you know.” She shrugs. “Nineteen and horny all the time.”

“Mmm,” Nukunya says knowingly, scooting out of the bed with the soiled cloth and a cleaner abdomen. “I remember those days.”

Masako very obviously doesn’t, if the expression on her face is anything to go by. Kia kisses her on the cheek. “Don’t worry,” she says, cuddling up to Masako’s side and gratified when Masako leans into the touch, “it’s not a competition, or a job. I’m not gonna assign you a minimum number of orgasms I need to have before I’m satisfied.”

“Liar,” Nukunya accuses gently, now sorting their discarded clothing.

“Yeah, okay,” Kia agrees, “but the number is one, and” —she gives Masako a little shake— “you managed that admirably, so you have nothing to worry about.”

Masako sighs hugely and hides her face in Kia’s braids. “I’m being silly, aren’t I?” she asks there, so quietly Kia barely hears it.

“A little,” Kia admits, stroking her lovely bare back and enjoying every moment of it, “but I think it’s cute, and I get it.” She kisses the crown of Masako’s head and inhales the jasmine scent of her hair, finally letting herself linger. “Come on, let’s go to sleep.” Her head snaps up as she realizes— “In the same bed!”

“Took you that long to get there?” Nukunya asks, failing to sound mean about it in any way whatsoever.

“We don’t have to keep trading off for the shitty couch!” Kia continues, ignoring Nukunya’s sass. “I don’t have to worry about staying on my side! We can cuddle!”

“You’re a cuddler?” Nukunya asks, not even trying to sound mean this time.

“I’m a cuddle fiend,” Kia says proudly, clambering out of the bed and looking for something to wear down to the baths for a quick wipe-down. “You are, too, if the times I’ve woken up with your dick pressed to my ass are any indication.”

Masako makes a strangled noise not unlike that of a startled duck. Nukunya drops the trousers they were in the middle of folding. “I... hadn’t realized I was doing that,” they say faintly.

“I wasn’t mad about it,” she says, smothering another yawn as she drags a robe out of the wardrobe. “You have permission to press your dick to my ass anytime you like.”

“Why are you like this,” Masako whisper-wails to the wall, hiding her face in her hands.

“Thank you for the permission,” Nukunya says solemnly. “I will endeavor not to abuse it.”

“Wouldn’t expect anything else,” Kia tells them, crossing the room to kiss their cheek. “Back in a bit!”

***
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KIA FALLS ASLEEP THAT night with Masako curled into her left side and Nukunya on her right, weighed-down and warm and wrapped up in their touch, and something unknots deep in her guts that she hadn’t realized was tight. 

It’s the best sleep she’s had in months.
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Chapter 20
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“OKAY, SO.” SOPHIA PAUSES to yawn expressively. Kia waits politely, floating on a satisfied cloud of sex fumes from the night before. They’re eating breakfast in Sophia’s room in the interest of early-morning plotting, so it’s not like the yawning is getting in the way of anything.

(Masako and Nukunya sit close enough on either side of her that all their thighs touch. Kia could sit thusly for a long time before she got bored of it. She’s having a hard time keeping her expression professional, honestly.)

“Kaori said last night went well?” Sophia asks eventually, waving a hand as though to banish future yawns before sipping her tea.

“Yes, in that we found what we were looking for,” Kia says, dipping her fried dough in spiced honey and greatly enjoying the combination. “No, in that we were unexpectedly interrupted by our quarry and had to hide in a closet for a million years. Yes, again, in that they didn’t catch us, and we were able to make it back here without a fight.” 

Masako fidgets slightly, probably remembering why they were in such a hurry to get back, and Kia placidly eats another bite of fried dough. She’s not embarrassed, and Sophia is probably the last person in the world who’d judge them for having a three-way fuckfest after a high-stress mission, but they haven’t discussed who should and shouldn’t know about the three-way fuckfest and... It’s new, is the thing.

(They also still need to catch a gang of kidnappers and free a load of people from indentured embroidery. Kia should stop thinking so much about the three-way fuckfest.)

“So you can go get Elara back?” Sophia asks doggedly. “You know where she is?”

“We know the location of a building,” Nukunya clarifies. “We don’t know for sure if it’s where everyone has been taken.”

“We need to investigate,” Kia agrees, patting their knee in a silent thank-you.

“Where is it?” Kaori asks, crammed onto a little footstool over by the door and looking hilariously oversized. (Kia offered her the couch but apparently she likes perching on tiny footstools, the weirdo.) “Should I rustle up another carriage?”

“We’d be better served if you could rustle us up a boat.” Nukunya clears the low table in the center of the room and spreads out their hand-drawn map of Docktown. “Addresses don’t really exist in Docktown, but it’s here.” They tap a section with multiple structures on separate pilings connected by sketched bridges. It doesn’t look like somewhere Kia’d like to take one horse, let alone a carriage. “All of these gangways can be retracted to make the... I suppose ‘islands’ is the best word?” They look briefly annoyed by the term before continuing, “They make the islands harder to reach.”

“Using the river as a built-in moat,” Kia muses, simultaneously impressed by the construction and dreading dealing with it.

“Exactly.” Nukunya regards the map with narrowed eyes. “We may be able to scout on foot, but if they suspect we’re on their tail...”

“They’ll become a fortified island,” Kia finishes, “and I, unfortunately, do not constitute a fleet.” She downs the last of her tea and adds, “Also, I fucking hate boats.”

“The seasickness?” Masako asks sympathetically.

“That and you can’t stab water.” Kia glares at the map. “You can’t fight it, can’t outrun it, can’t trick it or lie to it. Get yourself in a bad way where water’s involved and you’re fucked.”

“If more people realized that we’d fish fewer corpses out of the river,” Nukunya says philosophically.

“Be fair,” Kaori cuts in. “A lot of the people who drown in the river are drunk, and drunk people...” She stares into space, clearly recalling many past incidents. “They aren’t great at realizing anything, really.”

“Like that they shouldn’t antagonize a tall woman with shoulders for days?” Kia asks, a smirk creeping over her face.

“Among other things,” Kaori agrees, longsuffering.

“So what’s the plan, then?” Sophia asks, voice loud and pointed. “Does Kaori need to find a boat?”

“I want the boat to be our last resort,” Kia says, straightening up. “We need eyes on the place before we even bother trying to get near it. What else is in the area, Nukunya? Can we invent a plausible reason to be nearby?”

Nukunya steeples their hands in front of their chin. “Do you want to visit in the day or at night?”

“Daytime. I want to see what we’re working with.” Kia does much of her work at night, but there’s something to be said for illumination.

Nukunya thinks for a moment. “If Kaori could source us a hand-pulled cart and we ask for assistance from Gavin’s people, we could pose as rag-collectors. They’re a normal thing to see anywhere other than the most expensive neighborhoods, and usually don’t get a second glance.”

“I can get a cart,” Kaori says immediately. “I can probably get a cart for that exact purpose from Gavin.”

“Let him know he can have any new rags we end up with, along with whatever he wants to charge for the cart,” Kia tells her. “We’ll go today if we can get everything together.”

“We can get it,” Kaori promises. “I’ll go now?” She waits just long enough for Kia’s nod and then leaves, abandoning the tiny footstool to its own devices. That’s one part of the plan settled. Kia doesn’t think the next part will go as easily.

“Masako,” she starts, setting a hand carefully on her shoulder, “you need to stay here.”

Masako flinches, confusion marring her face. “Why?”

“They know there are three of us, and they know roughly what we look like,” Kia explains, hating every word. “Me and Nukunya together can look like anyone. If you come with us, it gets more obvious.”

Masako crosses her arms, eyes hard. “Why doesn’t Nukunya stay, then?”

“Well, Nukunya knows where we’re going.” Masako opens her mouth to argue, and Kia continues, “And I know how to kill people, before you ask why I’m not staying.”

Masako shrugs Kia’s hand off her shoulder and snaps, “And I can sense when our enemies are close and speak to the kami. I’m not useless.”

Kia bites down her initial urge to remind Masako which one of them is the expert. Neither of them are wrong, is the issue, which means the best thing to do is compromise, which takes effort.

“You and Kaori can go together,” she decides. “We’ll figure out something that makes sense and the four of us can head out in two groups of two. You concentrate on the kami and we’ll scout the building, and we’ll all be in disguise.”

“I can help with the disguises,” Sophia says, excited to have something to offer. “Assuming you’re not all dressing in rags.”

“Me and Nukunya will dress in rags,” Kia says, waving a hand dismissively. “We’ll figure something out for Kaori and Masako.”

“I have an idea,” Masako says thoughtfully, eyes distant. “It should... Hm. No one will pay attention to us if we do it right, but I don’t think Sophia has the right clothes.”

“I live in a house full of people who get hired to fuck in a wider variety of costumes than most people realize exist,” Sophia points out.

Masako looks skeptical. “Do you have two sets of hooded robes and hats for Seido nuns?”

Sophia’s eyes raise to the ceiling, clearly running through a mental catalog. “They’re black or gray? Two layers? The woven bamboo hats?”

“...Yes,” Masako says, surprised and horrified. She opens and shuts her mouth a few times. “That’s something... People want... that?”

“Oh, yeah,” Sophia says with a shrug. “People are into most religious figures.”

“I’m probably going to regret asking this,” Masako starts, hiding her face in her hands, “but why?”

“Well, it’s your basic forbidden fruit fantasy,” Sophia says, like she’s lecturing a sex class. “Many priests and nuns have a vow of chastity, so some people want to pretend that they’re so incredibly attractive that they’re worth breaking those vows for.”

Kia thinks of Lucían and Glory immediately. Some people are that incredibly attractive, at least to one particular former monk. (Fuck, she hopes they’re doing well. How huge is Glory’s belly now? If she doesn’t get to be there for the birth she’s going to stab someone. She has to carry the Auntie weight!)

“And then there’s the taboo aspect of it,” Sophia continues, in the least sexy sex lecture possible. “You’re not supposed to find nuns or priests sexually attractive, and people love to take stuff they’re not supposed to like and like it twice as hard.” She laughs. “I could tell you some stories about that.”

“Please don’t,” Masako whispers, the parts of her face visible from behind her hands extremely red.

“I wouldn’t mind hearing some,” Kia interjects, raising her hand politely.

“And then for some people it’s about the authority,” Sophia says with an air of finality. “They just want to be told what to do by someone who has some kind of power, you know? We have some folks who always ask for city guard costumes for the same reason, even a couple that want magistrates.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Nukunya murmurs.

“Can you find those costumes so Masako can look at them?” Kia asks, smothering a snort at Nukunya’s aside. “If they’ll work then that sounds like a plan. I assume you’ll be on a pilgrimage?” The last she directs at Masako, who nods, hands in her lap and her face tomato-red.

“Begging. Silently by holding bowls.” Her mouth quirks ruefully. “They stop by the shrine for food and shelter, even though it’s not the same religion, but hospitality is hospitality.”

“And gods are gods,” Kia agrees. She’s paid her respects to Nanezzi in tiny towns where the one temple did double-duty as the village school. People—and the gods—make it work. “So you figure out if what Sophia has will work for what you need, you and Kaori can come along.” She makes direct, unbreakable eye contact. “And you will stay out of the way.”

Masako meets her eyes for a long, searching moment and finally nods. “I will not put myself in danger,” she promises, “or do anything that would give you away and put you in danger, either.”

Relief runs down Kia’s shoulders and spine like hot water from a bucket. “Good.” This would be a nice promise to seal with a kiss, but since they haven’t had that conversation yet, she stays put. “Sophia? How long do you need to find the robes?”

“That fully depends on who was wearing them last and if they understand the concept of an organizational structure,” Sophia says, levering herself upright. “Come on, help me dig in the costume closet,” she orders Masako, already heading for the door. Masako gives Kia and Nukunya a panicked look and gets two shrugs in response.

“You’re both awful,” she whispers, following Sophia out in a huff.

“And you like us anyway,” Kia whispers to her retreating back. The door clicks shut not quite loudly enough to be a slam, leaving the two of them alone with the remains of breakfast. Masako didn’t finish her fried dough, so Kia appropriates the plate to do it for her.

“Do you think she’s going to learn anything about herself in that closet, or just come out with horror stories?” she asks Nukunya casually between bites.

“Probably a bit of both,” Nukunya says, stacking the dirtied dishware in the most efficient way possible, because of course they have opinions about dishware stacking. “I’d probably learn something about myself if I dug through that costume closet.”

“I wouldn’t,” Kia announces confidently, polishing off the last of Masako’s leftovers and adding the plate to the pile.

Nukunya looks at her sidelong. “Do you think you already know everything you need to know about everything you might be sexually interested in?”

“Nah,” Kia admits, stacking everyone's teacups on another tray, “but I’ve been in enough brothels to know the contents of the costume closet pretty well, so there isn’t much that surprises me anymore about the way people like to fuck.”

“Mmm.” Nukunya looks thoughtful. “People are creative.”

“It’s a guarantee,” Kia agrees, following them out the door with the teacup tray. “Shall we go see what Kaori turned up for a handcart?”

Nukunya hums agreement, pauses, and says, “I’m sure someone’s into handcarts.”

“Shocked I don’t know anyone into that offhand,” Kia says, which is the absolute truth, and they head down to the kitchen.
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“THEY SAY IT’S THE EMERGENCY handcart,” Kaori says as they survey said handcart—borrowed from a vegetable stand a few blocks away—in the private courtyard of the brothel two buildings down.

“Is that the handcart held specifically for emergencies, or the handcart you only use if it’s an emergency and this is the one handcart available to you?” Kia asks, hands on her hips and eyebrows raised.

“I think both?” Kaori gives the handcart a once-over. “Probably leaning toward the second one.”

Given that the handcart itself leans rather dramatically askew, this is probably an understatement. It has wheels that roll, handles to pull, and a cargo section on top of the wheels—all the things you want in a handcart. It just lacks stability, structural integrity, and wood that won’t give you splinters. It looks like a strong breeze would knock it over and turn it into kindling.

“Well, we’ll certainly look like poor rag-sellers,” Nukunya says after a moment of silent contemplation. “It rolls?”

“It’s actually in better shape than it looks,” Kaori says a little defensively. “It rolled over here just fine.”

“How squeaky was it?” Masako asks suspiciously.

Kaori bites her lower lip. “It wasn’t not squeaky.”

Kia mentally translates this as, “It made a racket so unholy at least five different gods were probably offended.” “We can fix squeaky,” she says out loud. “A certain level of squeakiness will probably sell the con, anyway.” She runs a hand gingerly over the handles, which are thankfully less splintery than she’d expected. They’ll need to wrap them, though, because less splintery doesn't mean not splintery. If she tries to drag this anywhere she'll have multiple pointy reminders embedded in her palms when she’s done. 

Nukunya, in an act of incredible bravery, actually pulls the cart a few feet across the courtyard. It complains like a horrible donkey Kia met once who wailed like it was being beaten to death when asked to walk six feet maximum. (She admired that donkey’s energy when it wasn’t waking her up at five in the morning.) 

“It rolls smoothly enough,” Nukunya says diplomatically after this experiment, brushing off their hands.

“It’ll work for what we need it to do,” she tells Kaori, who has been looking increasingly embarrassed about the quality of the hand cart she sourced. “We’ll oil the shit out of it now and when we’re ready to leave it’ll probably be fine. You’ll be with Masako.”

“Oh?” Kaori asks, perking back up now that everyone has stopped insulting her cart. “What am I doing with Masako?”

“Pretending to be Seido nuns while I secretly try to talk to any kami that are awake,” Masako explains confidently.

“Wearing robes from the brothel closet,” Kia chimes in when it seems like Masako doesn’t plan to share that part.

Masako covers her face with a groan. “Wearing robes from the brothel closet,” she repeats miserably.

“I assumed as much,” Kaori says with a nod. “Didn’t know where else you’d get them on short notice. We pretending like we only speak Taiyou-go?”

“I thought that would be best?” Masako’s eyes cut over to Kia as she speaks, the end of the sentence tipping up into a question.

“Yeah, good instinct,” Kia says immediately, offering the reassurance requested. “It’s a good con, pretending like you don’t understand people. Makes them less likely to pay attention to you if they don’t think they can easily get anything from you.”

Masako looks at her for a long, silent moment, something complicated in her gaze. “You say things sometimes that make me very sad, because I know that you’re right but it seems horrible to try to go through the world thinking that way.”

“It is horrible,” Kia agrees, spreading her hands helplessly. “I don’t actually think that way, but a lot of my job is manipulating people who do think that way so I can use it to my advantage to help other people.”

Masako doesn’t look like she likes that answer, but she nods anyway. “I hope you at least get to sometimes spend time with people who aren’t awful,” she says, voice soft. She seems like she might put her hand on Kia’s shoulder, a there-and-gone motion, but she must decide against such an open show of affection in front of Kaori because her hand stays where it is. Her eyes though, fuck, Kia doesn’t even know how to categorize all the emotion she sees there, but the caring and concern she can identify lands like a hard punch to the solar plexus.

“I do,” she says, voice emerging from around the lump in her throat and even sounding pretty normal. She swallows, shoves aside the surge of feeling she doesn’t have time for right now, and adds, “Can’t complain about the current company, for one thing.”

“But this is—this is temporary,” Masako says, throwing another emotional punch at Kia’s already-bruised sternum. “You’re going to leave. What about then?”

Kia has steadfastly not been allowing herself to think about that, and she’s not particularly pleased to be forced to think about it now. “I go back to the Guild when I’m done here,” she says, wishing Kaori wasn't here for this conversation. “My Guildmates are good people.”

“How long will you get to stay with them?” Masako asks, shifting closer. There are layers to her question like the crust on a well-laminated pastry, only pastries are enjoyable and this is excruciating. “How long until they send you back out to deal with a new group of horrible people all alone?”

This is another thing Kia has not been allowing herself to think about, but it aches in the back of her mind (metaphorically) and in her lower back (literally) when it gets all fucky after a long stakeout. She doesn’t have an answer that will satisfy Masako—certainly not one she can say in front of Kaori, whose eyes are flicking between them like she’s watching a sporting event—so she shrugs and says, “I go where I’m sent.” She makes her voice as even as possible, not allowing for any argument.

Masako’s mouth works mulishly, but she shuts her eyes, takes a deep breath, and visibly lets it go. “I hope they send you somewhere nice,” she says, and the awful thing is, Kia can tell she means it.

“Well,” Kia says, swallowing around the lump of emotion that for some fucking reason is still lodged in her throat, “I have to finish up here, first, and we’re not done.” She jerks her chin at the handcart. “Let’s oil the living fuck out of that and then get changed. We have a job to do.”
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“IT’S DEFINITELY THE address we found in the safe,” Nukunya says when they’ve all reconvened in the baths that evening. It’s during regular business hours for the brothel so no one else is bathing, which isn’t quite the right word for what Kia’s doing. “Soothing her agonies,” is more accurate, since every inch of her body hurts after a day spent hauling around a cart and inhabiting someone else’s body language. Apparently she wasn’t the only one in pain, because her suggestion to have this strategy meeting in the tub received enthusiastic approval. Her lower back and feet feel immensely better, which frees up the rest of her brain to actually, you know, plan a rescue.

(Seeing Kaori naked for the first time is also great—she’s very muscular. Kia’s doubly-taken and not looking to get any first-hand experience with Kaori’s muscles, but she still appreciates a good set of shoulders.)

“It’s on its own set of pilings,” Nukunya continues, wiggling slightly like they’re trying to loosen something in their hips. (Kia sympathizes.) “One bridge to the main street structure, and a dock off the back so they can load ships privately.”

“That’s how they’re moving the contraband,” Kia chimes in, driving her thumbs into the arch of her right foot, which complains when she stands for too long these days. “If they get it onto another boat they can bring it to their office at the docks and pretend it was imported from somewhere else, I’m guessing.”

Nukunya nods. “It’s a reasonable assumption.”

“So how do we get in?” Kaori asks, arms spread against the edge of the bath so she takes up an entire side on her own. “And when do we hit it?”

“Excellent questions.” Kia releases her foot back, wondering if she can get Kaori to massage it. Kaori’s thumbs could really do some work. “I don’t know for sure yet.”

Masako, whose face has been adorably red since they got in the baths, narrows her eyes at Kia. “You want to go back out there and scout some more.”

“I need to go back out there and scout some more,” Kia corrects her. “One walk-by in midday staying at least a hundred yards away from it at all times isn’t enough information to move on for something like this.” 

Masako doesn’t look pleased, but she nods. 

“What about your mission?” Kia asks as a deflection and also because she wants to know. “Anyone awake out there and willing to talk?”

Masako leans her head against the edge of the pool and sighs so hugely the water level momentarily rises. “Yes and no,” she says to the ceiling. “There isn’t a lot of kami worship in that part of Docktown, but people have shrines to their own sea gods, and it attracts the kami anyway.”

“That sounds like good news?” Nukunya asks in a leading manner.

Masako’s mouth thins. “There are kami there, but they don’t know how to talk to me. They’re awake, but they’re not...” She visibly struggles with words. “They’re not aware.”

“How so?” Kia asks, settling in for what might be a long explanation by massaging her other foot.

“Hmm.” Masako’s attention goes inward. “Have you... have you ever had a conversation with a very small child? As an adult I mean, not when you were small?”

Everyone nods, though Nukunya raises one hand politely and interjects, “It’s been several years.”

Masako waves a wet hand dismissively. “You’ll get what I mean, though. You know how they say a lot but very little of it makes sense, and if you ask them a question you might never get a straight answer?”

Kia once spent five hours with a three-year old on a job while two other Guild members retrieved her parents from the bandit lair they’d fallen into. “It’s like a dream,” she says, remembering the nonstop babble, the girl very happy to talk at Kia without caring about being understood. “Or like trying to describe a dream.”

“Trying to talk to a kami that isn’t properly awake is like that,” Masako says, rubbing her temples. “They can give you impressions of things, but it’s devoid of any context or explanation. I get flashes of the weather, or someone who came to give an offering, but I can’t tell when it happened or if I’m even seeing things in the right order.”

Kia presses her lips together, trying to mask her frustration. “That seems less than helpful.”

“It’s not helpful at all,” Masako complains, not bothering to mask her frustration. “All it tells me is what I could have seen by looking with my eyes: There are some unofficial altars in Docktown where people pray to the gods or spirits for luck.”

“How long does it take a kami to fully awaken?” Nukunya asks, taking Kia’s foot in their hands and driving their thumbs expertly into the shitty painful place in front of her heel. “If you went back repeatedly, would your prayers be enough to make it happen?”

Masako’s eyebrows go from grumpy to thoughtful, plush lower lip caught between her teeth. “It might,” she says slowly. “I can’t say for sure how long it would take. The kami in the shrines around my neighborhood are...”

“Established?” Kaori says helpfully, having found something she can contribute to that isn’t vehicle-related. “Some of us keep up a shrine for the big tree in the middle of the plaza,” she adds, waving vaguely toward the wall and presumably the tree. “It’s been there for as long as I can remember—”

“The tree, or the shrine?” Kia asks, because sometimes she can’t help being a little shit.

“Both,” Kaori tells her with a grin, knowing exactly what kind of a little shit Kia’s being. “I can’t talk to them like Masako can, but the tree kami is... I can feel it, sometimes, while I’m praying.” Her mouth pulls into a grimace. “Couldn’t feel shit out in Docktown other than sweaty, and that’s not something I can attribute to the presence of a kami.”

“Sun kami,” Masako corrects her immediately.

“To any more specific, localized kami,” Kaori continues, in exactly the same tone of voice as before.

“But do you think it would be worth trying to wake the kami in Docktown?” Nukunya asks, voice and face not indicating the way they’re pummeling the ball of Kia’s foot into painful, glorious submission. “Assuming we’re going to wait for a bit before we make a move...” they add, turning their attention to Kia.

“If I was doing this job on my own I’d spend at least a week just staking the place out, if not more, specifically to try to avoid surprises like what we ran into at their office,” Kia confirms, forcing herself to ignore the scrunch of Masako’s frustrated forehead. 

“I don’t think that surprise turned out all bad,” Masako mutters, sinking into the water up to her chin. Her cheeks are very red, which could be from the bath but Kia knows is definitely because she’s remembering every detail of that particular surprise and what it led to.

“It certainly could have been a lot worse,” Nukunya says evenly, returning Kia’s much improved foot to her custody.

“I could have had to stab someone,” Kia agrees. “I’m just saying this is a lot higher stakes, since there are hostages.”

“They wouldn’t—” Masako sits abruptly upright with a splash. “You think they’d hurt—”

“I think it’s better not to trust dishonest people to make good choices when their backs are against the wall,” Kia says in an attempt to keep Masako from going too far down that mental road and discovering new depths of anxiety. “I don’t want to give them the chance to make bad choices.”

“Definitely the correct call,” Kaori says with a grim nod. “You wouldn’t believe what people do if they think it’ll get them out of trouble.” She leans into Masako's space conspiratorially. “Now, if I’ve already told you to leave, do you think trying to punch me in the face is going to convince me that you should get to stay?”

“No?” Masako says, like it should be obvious.

“How often does that happen?” Kia asks, making a note to ask Kaori for all her best bouncer stories when they have time.

“Once a week, seems like,” Kaori complains, slumping deeper into the water. “More when we get a few ships from way off into the harbor at the same time, and they don’t know how we do it here.”

“How long do you want to stake it out for?” Nukunya asks, before Masako (or anyone else) can get distracted asking follow-up questions about punching. “You said you’d like a week—is that a conservative estimate?”

“I once watched a manor for a full month before I made a move,” Kia says with a grimace. “I don’t want to wait that long, but yeah, I’d feel a lot better if I had a week.”

“That gives you extra time to work on the kami,” Nukunya tells Masako. “It might give us an advantage if you can wake up some of them and build some loyalty.”

Masako considers that and finally nods. “I don’t like waiting,” she says with a grimace to match Kia's, “but you know that. I can work with this.”

“We will need a few more disguises,” Kia says, mostly to Kaori. “Something to mix it up.”

Kaori hums, eyes drifting upwards and slightly to the right. “I’ll talk to Sophia when she’s off shift. She knows what we can offer better than I do.”

“Thank you.” Kia rolls her shoulders and glances between Masako and Nukunya. “We’re done here for the night, I think?”

Nukunya nods, pressing their thigh against hers under the water. Masako nods blankly, catches Kia’s meaning, and swallows visibly.

“Yeah, I’ll see you in the morning,” Kaori says blithely, oblivious to the surge of sexual tension. “Sleep well.”

“Oh, we will,” Nukunya murmurs, the sound mostly hidden under the splash of water as they slosh of the tub. “Eventually.” Masako must hear them, because she almost slips and falls onto the tile.

“Easy there!” Kaori calls from the tub.

“We’re good!” Kia tosses over her shoulder, towing Masako toward the towels by the elbow.

“You are the worst,” Masako whispers, scrubbing her legs furiously.

“You want us to get dried off as quickly as possible, so you can take us upstairs and show us how bad we are?” Kia teases with a grin.

“Yes,” Masako snaps, yanking a robe on and tying the sash with angry motions. “So get moving.”

“Whatever you say,” Kia says breezily, reaching for a towel.

It’s going to be a good night.
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SOME FIFTEEN MINUTES later, Kia finds herself giving her first hand job, and it’s a lot more fun than the name implies. Maybe it would feel like work if she was doing it to someone else, but she’s doing it to Nukunya while their head rests in Masako’s lap and their hands clench in the sheets and their whole body arches into Kia’s touch.

It’s fucking awesome.

“You can—You can go a little faster?” Nukunya pants, somewhere between a request and a question.

“I could,” Kia agrees, staying exactly the same speed and savoring the feel of Nukunya’s cock against her palm. “I’m enjoying this speed, though.” She grins widely as Nukunya twitches and leaks at her words, adding to the mess of oil and precome between them. “It seems like you do, too.”

“Uuuungh,” Nukunya says instead of anything coherent, and shivers all the way down to their toes. 

Masako hums soothingly and pets the top of their head, having forgiven Kia for her earlier terribleness in order to pair up for some gentle sexual torture of Nukunya. Kia thinks Masako has some budding dominant tendencies, a theory reinforced by the way she curls down to kiss Nukunya’s slack, begging mouth and murmurs, “You’re doing very well, you know.”

Nukunya tries to laugh and it turns into a gasp, hips thrusting up into Kia’s grip. “Thank you,” they slur, sounding extremely distracted. “That’s quite kind of you to say.”

Masako raises her eyebrows at Kia, eyes dark and her kiss-red mouth curled up fondly. “Can you believe they’re like this?”

“I can,” Kia says with a significantly more mischievous grin. “Seems like I’m not doing my job well enough if they’re still that polite, though.” She considers her options and experimentally cups Nukunya’s balls while simultaneously wishing there was a better name for the things. They ought to be sensitive, right?

“Hrraaaaaagh,” Nukunya groans, so yes. They're sensitive. Good to know.

It’s at least five more minutes before Kia allows Nukunya to come, time she spends experimenting with the best ways to make them moan. She commits the effective techniques to memory before she finally speeds up her grip just enough to send them shuddering to a hot, messy climax.

...really messy, actually.

“You have to deal with this every time?” she asks, frowning at the thick streaks of spend splattered across their belly. 

“Unfortunately, yes,” Nukunya pants, tipping their face into Masako’s soothing caresses. “It is a rather inconvenient side effect of my anatomy.”

“Seems like it.” Kia knee-walks to the bedside table for one of the cloths Nukunya had the good sense to put there earlier. “I’ve fucked a couple girls who could do the gushing thing when they came, but that took special work. You gotta clean up like this every time you come! I’m so sorry.”

“I’m used to it,” Nukunya says, dryly amused, “but thank you.”

“...the gushing thing?” Masako asks hesitantly, clearly not sure if she really wants to know.

“There’s a place up inside the cunt where if you” —Kia crooks her fingers demonstrably, then finishes wiping off her hand— “just right, you can make someone just absolutely soak themselves when they come.”

“I thought that was a myth?” Nukunya asks, accepting the cloth from Kia and applying it to the mess on their stomach.

“It’s real,” Kia says reverently. “I’ve seen it. I’ve caused it.” She makes a face. “Can’t do it myself. Not built that way, apparently.” She leans over and kisses one of Masako’s soft, adorably flushed cheeks. “Want to find out if you can do it?”

“Or you could shift forward a bit and let me get my mouth on you,” Nukunya offers, patting the outside of Masako’s thigh. “I would enjoy that very much.”

Masako looks a bit like she just got walloped over the head. “Can we—can we try both?”

“Mmm.” Kia kisses her cheek again and caresses the curve of one generous breast. “I think we can manage to work it out.”

Masako cannot do the gushing thing, they discover in short order; at least not bent over with Nukunya’s mouth on her clit and Kia’s fingers filling her up from behind. She can orgasm absolutely violently, clenching so hard Kia’s fingers practically go numb, her head hanging between her shoulders as she makes the most beautiful sounds Kia’s heard since five minutes prior, when Nukunya was making them.

Kia might need to come up with a new ranking system for beautiful sounds, actually.

“Is it—is it hard?” Masako pants, her shaking arms barely keeping her upright.

“I’m over thirty,” Nukunya says, half into her cunt. They gently push at her thigh until she rolls to the side with Kia’s guidance. “I’ll need at least another twenty minutes for that.”

“What?” Masako asks. Her eyes travel down to Nukunya’s cock (which is soft and jumbled comically into the crook of their thigh) and she covers her face with her hands. “No, no, I meant—I meant using your mouth. Is it hard to do?”

“It can get a little tiring here.” Kia runs her fingers on either side of her windpipe. “But I don’t think it’s particularly difficult.”

“I find it very much worth the effort,” Nukunya agrees, rolling over and pressing a kiss to Masako’s knee, which is the only thing within reach. “Why do you ask?”

Masako bites her lower lip, glancing up at Kia. “I thought—maybe I could learn? If you want?”

“Oh, no, a beautiful woman wants to eat my pussy,” Kia complains with good humor. “How horrible for me. Definitely not something I dream about regularly.” She drapes herself entirely over Masako like the world’s worst blanket and presses kisses to her neck and jaw. “That’s me saying yes, by the way,” she murmurs into the soft skin under Masako’s ear.

“I had gathered,” Masako huffs with an eye-roll that doesn’t hide her fondness. “I’m starting to get the hang of how you talk, you know.”

“I should teach you Tuseme and Dhoo Jonam and Lengua, then,” Kia tells her between more kisses. “You’ll always be able to understand me.”

“I’d like that,” Masako says, voice and eyes both unacceptably soft. It makes something in Kia’s heart kick painfully. It takes months of dedicated study to learn a language, maybe years, and they both know Kia won’t be here that long. Masako realizes she’s given away more of herself than she intended, and she half-tackles Kia to the mattress with the whole line of her body and a hard kiss. Kia lets it happen, very much enjoying the pin, and they make out until they’re both panting.

“If I sit on your face it’ll be a more comfortable position for your neck,” Kia tells her, hands roaming her curves. She has unfortunately learned this the hard way: she can't go down on people for long anymore without a lot of pillows as bolsters. Aging fucking sucks, but it’s better than the alternative.

“Why are you so obsessed with sitting on faces?” Masako grumbles, scooting down Kia’s body to mouth at her nipples.

“Let me sit on your face and then you’ll see the appeal,” Kia retorts, not letting the zing of Masako’s tongue distract her from the banter. 

“It’s really very enjoyable,” Nukunya adds supportively, propped up on an elbow to enjoy the view. “I quite liked having you on mine.”

“Menaces,” Masako tells them, but she also flops onto her back. “Where should I be?”

“Headboard,” Kia says, arranging the pillows so Masako’s neck will be supported and also Kia’s ass won’t cramp up halfway through. Masako goes where she’s put with surprising obedience and palms Kia’s hip once she’s settled.

“You’ll tell me what I need to do?” she asks, nervousness bleeding into her voice, which explains the obedience.

“Of course,” Kia assures her, petting her hair away from her face. “It’s not that hard, honestly, as long as you’re actually paying attention to your partner’s reaction and have any clue about their anatomy whatsoever.” Kia doesn’t personally have experience with men who think the clitoris is located at the urethra or whatever, but she has heard some stories. “You found my clit with your fingers just fine so you know what you’re looking for, just do that with your tongue and add some sucking.” She slings a leg over Masako’s shoulders and grins down at her. “Don’t worry, I’ll be very vocal when you get it right.”

“Fingers?” Nukunya asks helpfully, snuggling into Masako’s side.

“Nah, we should give her room to work.” Kia grabs their hand and tugs them somewhat upright. “Play with my tits?”

“As the lady wishes,” Nukunya says with a sarcastic little half-bow.

“Not a lady and you fucking well know it.” Kia slaps lightly at their ass. “Come on, people are waiting over here.”

Nukunya surely has five different comebacks ready to go, but they gamely snuggle against Kia’s back and cup her breasts in their warm scholar’s hands. Kia sighs and works her fingers into Masako’s hair.

“I’m gonna sit down on you now,” she warns her. “I’ll try not to smother you, but if you need air tap my leg twice.”

Masako nods seriously, giving Kia's hips a little pull. Kia drops down slowly as requested and feels a shaky exhale against her cunt, followed by the tentative prodding of Masako’s tongue. It’s off-center—although Kia’s labia enjoys the attention—so Kia tightens her hold in Masako’s hair, shifting to steer them together until—

“There,” Kia gasps, spine tingling. “There, you can do circles, ah—” 

Masako does circles. Targeted ones. Kia’s body, suddenly remembering no one’s touched her much so far tonight, demonstrates its appreciation by rocking her hips into Masako’s mouth. Masako hums, giving Kia’s ass an affectionate pat, and does more circles with more confidence.

Either Masako is a natural at pussy-eating or (in spite of yesterday’s fuckfest) Kia is just that horny, because between the insistent work of Masako’s tongue and the teasing touch of Nukunya’s hands, she’s trembling on the edge of an orgasm within minutes.

“Close,” she tells Masako, trying not to hump her face too enthusiastically (a dislocated jaw ruins the mood). “I’m close, can you—fuck, just...” 

Nukunya pinches her nipple and bites the side of her neck; Kia subsequently gives up on words. She clutches Masako's hair and rubs off on her tongue frantically, launching over the edge into orgasm like a diver from a pier and smacking into the water with a metaphorical splash. Masako licks her through it tirelessly, and it only ends when Kia half-flops backwards for some relief from the overstimulation. She ends up sitting on Masako’s tits, which is a great place to sit. Fortunately Nukunya is there to offer some support, so no one ends up smothered.

“You’re right,” Masako says after they’ve all caught their breath, flexing her jaw.

“Mmm?” Kia asks indistinctly. How long can she sit on Masako’s tits? It’s going to be very undignified to try to move, is the thing.

“It wasn’t that hard,” Masako clarifies. Her eyes glint, and she adds, “Either that or you’re just easy.”

Kia grins, squeezing Masako’s cheeks between her knees. “Could be both.”

“Could be,” Masako agrees indistinctly, mouth smushed into a fish face from the knee squeezing. She bats at Kia’s thigh until Kia finally (with Nukunya’s help) crawls off of her. “I liked it,” she says a moment later, thoughtfully. She gives Kia a slightly embarrassed look and admits, “I wasn’t sure if I would.”

“Not everyone does,” Kia tells her with an unsteady pat to the titty. “Would have been fine if you didn’t. You’re good with your hands.” She yawns, long and large enough that her jaw cracks. “Anyone else got anything to discuss before we all pass out?”

No one does, thankfully. They take their turns washing up and cleaning their teeth before clambering back into bed. Nukunya ends up in the middle, Kia and Masako squishing close enough that they can rest their hands on each others’ hips across Nukunya’s body.

“You’ll let us know when we can get my sister, right?” Masako mumbles when they’re all on the verge of unconsciousness. “As soon as you can, right?”

“Mmhmm.” Kia fumbles around to squeeze her hand. “Won’t wait more’n a week, I promise.”

“Good.” Masako squeezes her hand back, and Kia doesn’t remember anything else that night.
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Chapter 21
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IT TAKES TWO DAYS FOR everything to go to shit.

This is longer than it's taken for everything to go to shit on previous jobs, but Kia would have been a lot happier if nothing had gone to shit at all. The gods care not for her happiness, because to shit it goes, and no amount of bewailing it will help.

It was going well up until it went to shit. Kia and Nukunya—disguised as beggars—were camped out on the closest pier to their target warehouse, occasionally shaking a cup at passerby but mostly making mental notes. She was getting a solid idea of the potential entrance points, though she still wanted to prowl around it at night for a close-up look. She was considering the safest path when someone swerved around a wagon and knocked the cup out of her hand.

“Hey!” she snapped in Dhoo Jonam, looking up reflexively—like a fucking rookie—to make direct eye contact with Aiden. That shouldn’t have been an issue, except that the sea wind chose the worst possible moment to rip her wrap off her face. One more second and it would have been fine! It was only the sudden movement of the fabric that drew his attention. Trying to scramble the wrap back on would only look more suspicious, so all Kia could do was watch the recognition dawn in excruciating detail, as though time slowed down just to rub in how fucked she was.

“You—” he started. Kia snatched up the cup, chucked it at his face and—ever pragmatic—punched him in the dick while he was distracted.

“Run!” she hissed at Nukunya, hauling them by the wrist as she launched herself away from the now-moaning Aiden like a champion racer. Nukunya took a few stumbling steps to catch up, but needed no more encouragement toward speed from there.

“Was that—” they half-asked, leaping over a pile of fishing nets.

“Sure was.” Kia was furious with herself. She knew better! What was wrong with her?

“The plan from here?”

“Lose ‘em,” Kia said succinctly, right before skidding around a corner and coming face-to-face with a handful of men whose nicely embroidered collars and cuffs were at odds with the weapons on their belts. She didn’t stop moving for a second, yanking Nukunya in the opposite direction of the fancy murderers and down a cluttered alley.

There was a lot of running after that, a lot of changed direction and backtracking. Docktown was a maze, and it was painfully obvious that their pursuers knew how to navigate that maze better than Kia and Nukunya. They came around yet another corner to find five men with blades and cudgels already waiting, and Kia juked sideways into the tiny crack between two buildings with frustration and panic building in her throat.

“They’re going to catch us, aren’t they?” Nukunya observed neutrally in Dhoo Jonam. They’d switched to holding hands properly, and the tightness of their grip betrayed the terror they weren't allowing into their voice.

“Ayie, looking that way,” Kia said, emerging onto a narrow walkway separated from the river by something that could be described as a railing only if one was being very generous. Could she use the river somehow? Her eyes caught on a piling across the way that had been... attacked by birds? No, those holes were far too regular. They looked almost like handholds, like if someone fell into the water they had half a hope of getting back out. “How well can you swim?” she asked, eyes catching on more handholds in more pilings, more escape routes.

“I grew up on and in a canal,” Nukunya said, hustling with her down the walkway. “Why?” Kia let her eyes drift to the river. Nukunya followed her gaze and went grayish around the edges. “We’re going to swim for it?”

“Ooyo,” Kia corrected. She had one shot at this, and shoved Nukunya against the sturdiest part of the railing for a harsh, biting kiss. It tasted like goodbye, and she hated it. “You’re going to swim for it.”

And then she threw them over the side.

“You fucking—” Nukunya managed before they hit the water with a splash that Kia covered by kicking over a barrel of scrap wood.

“Get back to the others!” she hissed when they bobbed up to the surface. “I’ll lead them off!”

“Dhina kucha,” Nukunya cursed, already swimming for the next dock, “I am going to wring your neck when we come save you!”

“As long as you come save me!” Kia said with a salute. She watched to make sure Nukunya made it to a piling, then ran back the way they came. Their pursuers were wedged in the tiny building crack, sidling furiously toward her, and the interest of speed she climbed the first man vertically. The shoulders of the men behind him made stepping stones to get back to the main alley. Kia pelted off down the boardwalk to a chorus of swearing, followed by pounding footfalls. Kia grinned to herself and put on a little speed.

Showtime.

Kia gave a performative attempt at escaping, then fought hard enough to make it seem real, but not so hard that they’d find it easier to kill her than catch her. She ended up hogtied, tossed over someone’s shoulder (terrible way to travel), and hauled back to the very warehouse she wanted a closer look at. Unfortunately her headscarf had come half-untied and blocked her view, so she mostly got a closer look at the floor and the boots of the man who was carrying her.

There was a perfunctory and professional pat-down that got all of Kia’s obvious knives and most of the less-obvious ones, and an equally perfunctory interrogation where they only punched her a little. Now she’s tied up and alone in a cell, which is less a cell and more a closet with no windows. It’s dark and dusty, but hardly the worst place she’s been locked up. There’s no sewage or starving rats! It’s practically luxurious! She also thinks it bodes well that they didn't have a designated torture dungeon. Small favors.

Kia takes stock of herself. Her eye throbs from one of the punches, and her hip wants her to know she landed on it wrong, and a half-dozen other background pains all blend together. Back in their room at the brothel she has healing potions and salves from Lucían, and she spares a moment to long for them.

(She also spares a moment to long for Masako and Nukunya, and to implore Nanezzi to protect them. Nukunya is probably angry as a wet cat and using that anger to fuel their flight back to the brothel, but praying won’t hurt, so Kia does it. When she gets out of here she'll put some good liquor on the altar, probably after she treats her wounds and before she fucks Nukunya senseless as an apology for throwing them in the river.)

Elsewhere Kia hears footsteps and muted conversations, the general susurrus of a building full of industry. Somewhere out there is Nukunya’s brother, Masako’s sister, Alejandro, Elara, all the others, separated from her by a few wooden walls and a group with bad intentions.

Well. Kia’s here for a job. She’s damn well gonna do it.

They got most of her knives, but the thing about Kia is that she always has more knives. (She did not, unfortunately, arm herself with the special hidden pussy knife, so she’s slightly less armed than usual and kicking herself.) They got most of her knives but not all of them, and she kicks off one boot, shoves her bound hands awkwardly inside, and peels back the insole to reach the tiny, flat folding knife hidden underneath it. That cuts through the ropes with a quickness, and she pats herself down to see what else they left her.

Lockpicks hidden in her braids: Check. Garrote in the secret pocket under her left tit: Check. Secondary garrote in the side seam of her trousers: Check. The matching knife hidden in the sole of her other boot: Check. Guild emblem in the other secret titty pocket: Check.

She can work with this.

Kia re-distributes her weapons for easier access and twirls a boot knife for emotional support. Everything went to shit in the mid afternoon, and it’s been an hour and change since then. If it’s getting on into early evening, the day is probably winding down at the illegal factory. Embroidery needs a lot of light. Kia figures that if you think it’s logical to kidnap and enslave people for maximum embroidery profit, you probably won't spent a fortune on lamp oil for overnight operations. The dark is Kia's friend.

She settles in to wait.

Time passes. The light from the crack under the door dims slowly. Kia stretches, shimmying around in silence to keep her muscles warmed up. The flush of energy from the fight has faded, and she has way too much time to think. She tries to focus on the various ways she, Masako, and Nukunya will have “Thank fuck we’re alive” sex when all this is over, but the isolation of the closet must get to her, because her brain gets stuck on it being over; on Kia making her goodbyes and boarding a barge back upriver to Knightsrest, and then she's just depressed.

She knew this was temporary when she took the job. Kia goes where people need help; she helps; she leaves. It works for her. She likes it. She likes her Guildmates, and Knightsrest, and her apartment in the Guildhall with her huge bed built for three people twice her size that she gets to hog all to herself. She chose this! She likes it!

When’s the last time you had food like this? asks a sneaky voice in the back of Kia’s head. When’s the last time you got to eat ripe mangoes and pilau rice and goat stew whenever you wanted?

Kia mentally gives the voice an obscene gesture, but it's unfortunately correct. Southport agrees with her like nowhere has in ages. Her skin glows with the humidity. The markets sing with people speaking the language of her youth, the scents of her mother’s and aunties’ kitchens reaching out across the years from every food stall. When the wind changes and she smells the salt of the bay, she’s consumed with a desperate wish to go swimming, to let the warm bob of the waves toss her around like a piece of driftwood. When was the last time she went swimming for fun? Kia racks her brain and finally remembers the hot springs at the Cloudpath Ruins; they splashed around there after they double-killed the necromancer, giddy with relief at having survived. Her ankle hasn’t been the same since that fight, even with Lucían’s magical healing.

The conclusion sits in the center of her awareness, dragging her thoughts to it like a lead weight in a stretched sheet: She doesn’t want to leave. She’s tired of leaving in general, and she doesn’t want to leave Southport in particular. She wants a chance to put down roots, real roots.

She wants the chance for those roots to intertwine with Masako and Nukunya’s, and isn’t that the scariest thing of all?

Kia groans and rolls out her shitty ankle. Maybe she should throw caution to the winds, break out of this closet, and fight the first person she sees. Surely that would distract her from these useless thoughts about things she can’t have.

The light under the door goes from golden to nothing, and Kia forces aside her maudlin imaginings. The night has always been hers.

Kia listens intently at the door, picking out footfalls and the occasional thump of wood on wood. Nothing nearby, so she drops to one knee and investigates the lock. Thankfully it has a keyhole on both sides, which makes her job much easier. She slips her lockpicks out of her braids and gets to work. The first two tumblers go easily, but the last one fights her, probably corroded from the damp salt air. She has to give it an unstealthily loud jiggle before it finally clicks. 

Kia allows herself a smirk. Yeah, she's good.

She swings the door open slowly, silently, peering out into the hallway through the crack. It’s empty and dark, so she risks opening the door wide enough to poke her head out and check both directions. Abandoned. Good enough! Kia slips outside and locks the door behind her. If they think she’s still in there, it’ll give her some extra time.

The first thing Kia does is find a privy, which is not glamorous or adventurous, but after several hours locked in a closet without even a courtesy bucket is deeply necessary. It takes longer than she'd like, but she finds one and celebrates her victory by using it. Now she’s much less likely to piss her pants in the middle of a fight, which is her favorite way to be.

Kia doesn’t run into anyone on her piss quest, gang member or prisoner, so she must be in the more administrative side of the building. She picks a couple more locks and yep. Those are offices, all right. (People think organized crime is all fights and protection rackets, but the operative word is organized. A good gang has paperwork—they’ll just commit many murders to prevent anyone else from getting to see said paperwork.) She rifles through some of the papers out of professional obligation, not really expecting to find anything super interesting—

Oh. Oho. Kia immediately thanks herself for tempting fate, because the ledger she just found tucked between two folios is extremely interesting. She recognizes a couple of the names in it from interviewees complaining about their experiences with the magistrates, and seeing said names next to neatly totaled sums of every hush money payment they ever received? This is a beautiful gift she's found for Nukunya, and she tucks it into her leathers so she can give it to them later.

(Nukunya got back to the brothel safely. They had to. Kia refuses to live in a world where they didn’t.)

She's not really here for paperwork, though, so Kia moves to the window. She has no internal map of this place, and it takes her a second to spot some familiar landmarks in the deepening sunset. Okay, so if the pub is there and the fishing docks are there... She hooks a hand onto the frame for stability and hangs out the window, craning her neck to peer around the corner.

There it is. The main warehouse—where Kia assumes the embroidery happens—is to her left and down a couple stories. She could try to find some stairs leading that direction, drastically increasing the likelihood of running into someone who’d be very unhappy to see her out of her cell.

Kia climbs out the window instead. The weatherworn boards leave plenty of handholds, and two stories down she silently drops onto an awning. She stays close to the building, testing the boards for stability and noise as she works her way closer. There are wide windows along the top of the warehouse walls, and she needs to do some recon.

(Sometimes when Kia tells stories of her various adventures, her audience is surprised by how many nefarious groups have wide, unblocked windows allowing perfect sightlines into their headquarters to anyone willing to climb a wall. Not wanting to spend all your ill-gotten money on lamp oil is a very common desire, and therefore: Windows.)

The warehouse windows are, of course, higher than her convenient awning, so Kia has to scale the corner of the building. She peers in from the shaded side, the better to keep her silhouette hidden, and pumps her fist at the sight of textile workstations. There are huge frames with large half-worked pieces stretched taut, and if she squints she can make out smaller embroidery hoops on the tables. She does not see any people, so there must be some kind of (probably shitty) living quarters nearby.

Some ten minutes later, Kia can confirm a complete lack of guards, leaving her free to jimmy a window open and climb inside. There’s a high walkway around the upper walls with a clear view of the production floor; perfect for keeping eyes on your kidnapped embroidery slaves. She makes her silent way down to the main floor, intending to head for the double doors at the back of the room, when one of the workstations catches her eye.

The whole thing is bolted to the floor, which Kia’s familiar with as a precaution against flying furniture on boats, but this is a warehouse. It’s built on pilings. Why would they need to bolt it down? She contemplates the horizontal crossbeam between the two upright supports. It looks absolutely beat to shit compared to the rest of the table, dented and scraped—

Ah, Kia thinks, a steel-cold anger vibrating her bones. They’re chaining them to the tables. She pictures the cuff—probably one around an ankle, and then the other one here. You’d have to pull it along with you to move side to side. If you startled, or tried to run, or someone shoved you, the chain would yank taut and grind the cuff into your skin.

Kia’s not quite sure why she’s so angry about this—she’s run into slavers before, this isn't a surprise—but something about the contrast between the delicate pastel roses on a bodice and the casual brutality of chaining someone to the table to get it is really pissing her off. She wants to stab someone. She wants to rip every one of these tables out of the floor and burn them. She wants to get these people home, and she focuses on that as she slips toward the doors.

The double doors at the back lead to an empty hallway, which itself has several more doors in it. (Pretty standard for a hallway.) Kia thinks she might hear crying behind the first door on the left, which is as good a sign as any that she’s in the right place—that and the locks, and the way the hinges are on the hallway side so anyone locked within couldn't knock them open with a stolen awl and a lot of determination.

Kia doesn’t need a stolen awl. The locks fall easily under her skills and picks—the mechanisms are in excellent condition, which really goes to show that sometimes keeping things nice and functional actually makes them worse at their job. The conversation inside the room drops to nothing when the locks click open, leaving her as furiously angry as the shackle marks on the worktables did. Whatever else happens tonight, this will stop. Kia will slit the throat of every single one of these fuckers if she has to.

Kia yanks the door open and ducks inside. She’s met by a huddle of women bunched up as far from her as possible, suspicion and fear painted on their shadowed features in the light of a single tallow candle.

“We’ve told you we can’t work in the dark!” the lead woman says in an accented pidgin that reminds Kia of Glory’s family, shoulders spread as broad as possible to shelter the more timid ones behind her. She has pale skin, steely-gray hair, and the kind of ageless face where she could be anywhere between forty and eighty and Kia would believe it with no issue.

“Not here to make you work,” Kia says easily, hands open and outstretched so they can see she’s unarmed. (Relatively.) “How do you feel about escaping in the dark?”

The woman squints at her. “Who are you?”

Kia flashes her lockpicks and a grin. “They call me the Knife,” she says with relish. “I’m from the Warrior’s Guild.”

The gray-haired woman’s shoulders drop a little, but her gaze is guarded. “Prove it.”

“Gonna reach into my pocket,” Kia warns her, and gets a sharp nod. She moves slowly, their anxious eyes on her the whole time as she reaches into her bodice and comes out with her medallion.

“You are Guild,” the lead woman says when Kia holds it up, going practically limp with relief. “Oh, Frylla bless you.”

“The fuck’s the Warrior’s Guild?” someone asks from the back of the huddle.

“It means she’s here to help,” the woman says, clanking awkwardly toward Kia.

“They keep you in the fucking shackles in here, too?” Kia asks, a familiar swell of anger burning her lungs.

“They keep us in the shackles the whole time,” the woman says bitterly, hiking up the loose hems of her trousers to reveal bruised ankles and the gleam of steel. “As soon as you get here they slap them on you. Haven’t taken a step without rattling in months.” She grimaces and offers Kia a hand. “Astrid.”

“The Knife,” Kia reiterates, giving Astrid’s hand a firm, reassuring shake. “You been here the longest?”

“In this group,” Astrid says as Kia drops to one knee and attacks the shackles. “I think some folks have been here longer than me, but they take us everywhere with” —she gestures at the other women behind her— “so it’s basically impossible to talk to someone you don’t bunk with.”

“Makes it hard to plan anything like that, too,” Kia says, irritated by the professionalism of this gang. It would have been much easier if she was dealing with amateurs and fools. “How many of you are there total?”

Astrid makes an unsure sound and glances over her shoulder at a tall, broad woman with wide hips and dark eyes. “Seventy-nine,” the broad woman says with absolute confidence. “I count every morning and evening.”

“Fatima likes counting,” a smaller woman chimes in. She has the exact same eyes as Fatima-who-likes-counting and is probably at least a cousin if not a sister. “It’s why she’s so good at embroidery.”

“You don’t have to brag about my embroidery to the woman who’s come to save us,” Fatima says, with the air of a person repeating an ancient argument.

“If I don’t brag about your embroidery, no one will know about it,” the probably-sister says, in what is clearly her half of the ancient argument. She bobs a quick curtsy. “Will you do her chains next, please? They didn’t make shackles big enough, and her legs...”

“Come here, come here, quick,” Kia says, shoving Astrid’s former hindrances aside and knee-walking at Fatima’s skirts. “You should have said something, I’d have done yours first.”

“They’re not that bad,” Fatima mutters, but she dutifully pulls up the hem of her dress. Kia resolves to keep an eye on Fatima, because if the current abraded, oozing state of her ankles doesn’t count as “that bad,” the woman is liable to get stabbed and not tell anyone about it.

“Have you counted the guards?” Kia asks, working as gently as possible—Fatima's poor ankles! “What about the entrances and exits? Tell me everything.”

Fatima does, and Kia gets a much better idea of the size and scope of the operation as she picks her way through their locks. Fatima even scratches a rough map into the floorboards with one of Kia’s knives.

“Great,” Kia says intensely, committing the sketch to memory. (Incomplete information is better than no information.) “Okay.” She just needs to find the other sixty-nine prisoners, unlock their shackles, ascertain the movements of the night guards, and get everyone out of the warehouse, through Docktown, and safely back to... somewhere.

Sure. No problem. Kia’s done harder things! There isn’t even an undead dragon this time!

“I’m going to go get everyone else unlocked,” she says, and Astrid snaps to attention. “Stay here until I come back. Hide the shackles, or keep them loose on your ankles just in case someone shows up who isn’t me. Once I have everyone loose we’ll take it from there.”

“What if they come in and find us unlocked?” a woman in the back asks, her voice trembling.

“Then we beat the shit out of them with their own shackles,” Astrid says with no hesitation, weighing a length of chain in her hands.

“Exactly,” Kia agrees, pointing an approving knife at her. “Stay quiet. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She ducks out the door and rigs the locks so they still look locked but aren't. There are three more identical doors in this hallway, and more around the corner. It’s a lot of shackles and a lot of unarmed people to protect, but if Kia lets herself overthink it she’ll never get anywhere.

...They don't have to be unarmed, though. Kia darts out into the main workshop and rolls up every pair of shears, awl, and generally sharp or weapon-like embroidery tool she can find. She ties up her bundle of muslin and metal with some silk ribbon that is far too nice for the purpose, and barely clanks at all on her way to the second room.

It’s another group of women, who accept news of their rescue with suspicion and excitement, and accept Kia’s handful of improvised weapons with significantly more excitement than suspicion. Behind the third door is a group of men and boys, and Kia spots familiar eyes and skin a shade of brown she knows intimately.

“Kwami?” she blurts, and his head snaps up. His skeptical glare is so familiar she has to brutally shove down the urge to laugh.

“How do you know that name?” he snaps in Tuseme, which is almost the right response—he didn’t say, “how do you know my name?” but he shouldn't have admitted to knowing the name at all—and his imperious, demanding tone reminds her of Nukunya so hard her heart cramps.

“I’m friends with Nukunya,” she says, also in Tuseme, then switches to Dhoo Jonam to add, “We were looking for you together so we could get you out of here.”

Kwami’s eyes narrow. “Kuong’ri. Prove it.”

Kia holds up her lockpicks.

Kwami rolls his eyes and clarifies, “Prove that you know Nukunya.”

“They read all the official magistrate reports for fun, eat food so spicy it makes people’s eyes water, and love to be a sarcastic little shit when they think no one can hear them.” Also, they’re a secret cuddler in bed, she doesn’t add, assuming that Kwami wouldn’t and probably doesn’t want to know that. She raises one hand, pressing the other to her heart. “May the heavens strike me if I lie! I’m here to help, nyasachiel.”

“Could you two please have this conversation in a language the rest of us can understand?” the oldest man asks in a heavily Taiyou-go accented version of the local pidgin. “Who is she?”

“She says she knows my older sibling,” Kwami half-explains, suspicion fading.

“I also said I was here to bust you out,” Kia tells the room at large. “You could lead with that. Who wants to trade their shackles for something pointy?”

Everyone does, even Kwami. “Nukunya’s been looking for me?” he asks quietly as Kia frees him from the chains, dark eyes full of hope.

“Every day,” Kia tells him, patting him on the knee as the second lock clicks open. “We teamed up with a woman named Masako—her sister is in here, too. Do you know a Taiyou-go speaker named Miyuki?”

“She works on the obi orders,” Kwami says, gesturing vaguely at his waist. “And the furoshiki. She said—” He swallows, voice dropping in what’s clearly habit to avoid being overheard by the guards. “She said she was trying to get a message out.”

“It got out.” A hundred things want to trip out of Kia's mouth, and she keeps herself reeled in. “It got to us. Is she—have you been safe?”

Kwami grimaces and accepts a pair of shears. “It could be worse.”

“They can’t beat us too bad if they want us able to work,” the old Taiyou-go speaker explains. “But that doesn’t stop them starving or needling us if we get out of line.”

“Needling?” Kia knows about acupuncture but she’s unpleasantly certain that’s not what he’s talking about. Sure enough, he opens his cross-fronted tunic to show what looks like a rash on the tender inside skin of his biceps and belly.

“You ever get a tattoo?” he asks, jaw tight. “And then you ever spilled vinegar on it?”

Kia’s stabbing hands are so itchy. “I’m going to get you all out of here,” she promises, each word the stroke of a knife against a whetstone. “I’m going to get you all safe, and then I’m going to make sure every person who did this to you pays for what they’ve done.”

“Wouldn’t mind getting to help with that,” the old man says, re-tying his tunic. The rest of the group mutters in full agreement. This will devolve into a riot if she's not careful. Kia’s not against a good riot by any means, but it’s not just bad people who die when chaos breaks out. The last thing she fucking needs is a panic.

When she opens the door, she finds the second-to-last thing she needs: Two men, both armed, who look extremely surprised to see her.

Great.
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Chapter 22
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KIA HAS THE ADVANTAGE of paranoia: They’re surprised to see her, but she expects something like this every time she opens a door. That split second gives her an edge, and she punches the first man in the throat before he can make a noise. As he bends forward she uses him as a springboard to launch herself behind the second man, her garrote taut between her hands for the deadliest piggyback ride possible.

“Get him inside and quiet!” she hisses through the door. The throat-punched man is wheezing and red-faced, but it’s a temporary solution at best. Someone flings a blanket over said wheezing, red-faced man and drags him inside, which Kia only notices peripherally since she's focused on choking someone out.

It takes less time than most people expect to choke someone unconscious, but it feels excruciatingly long in the moment. There’s a bit in the middle where he tries to club her behind his back and she has to lock up his arms with her legs. She’s pretty sure, afterward, that that’s when she cut his throat with the wire, which just goes to show that sometimes you shouldn't struggle. Kia looks down at his definitely dead body and sighs. She really tries to keep people alive. The cleanup is easier.

“Do they leave you in here with water or anything?” she asks, hauling the corpse through the door with a wince at the scarlet trail in her wake. “We should probably get that blood off the floor in case anyone else comes looking.”

“Ah,” someone says, embarrassed. “Well.”

Kia turns around to find a second, larger bloodstain on the floor surrounding a corpse that looks like everyone present gave it at least one good stabbing and some came back for more.

“We are going to need to keep some of them alive for evidence,” she scolds, hands on her hips.

“Sorry,” the old Taiyou-go speaker says, genuinely sheepish. “We got carried away.”

“He used to lean way too close to the girls’ sewing whenever he made rounds,” Kwami says, unrepentant but looking a bit gray around the edges. “He’d... breathe on them.”

Ah. Maybe Kia should have stabbed him herself. “Well, no point stabbing the dead horse. Can I trust you to get the blood out of the hallway while I go unlock everyone else?” She waits for affirmative nods, then points at Kwami. “You’re with me.”

“Why did you bring me with you?” he asks in Dhoo Jonam when they’re outside, voice barely above breathing, which is the only reason she doesn’t shush him. She does hold up a hand for silence and checks around the hallway corner in the reflection of a knife. (It’s much smaller than what she'd usually use, so this takes annoyingly longer than it should.)

“Nukunya would absolutely kill me if I let you out of my sight now that I’ve found you,” she tells him when the coast is clear, darting to the next door. “I’m not sure if it’s going to be more dangerous with me or not, but at least I’ll be able to see you.”

“Ero kamano, that’s very reassuring,” Kwami mutters, just audible over the clicking of her lockpicks.

“Do what I tell you and stay out of the way and you’ll be fine,” Kia says, working on the fiddly shitty last tumbler. It’s the truth. Probably. She’ll make sure it’s the truth if it’s the last thing she does. It’s not possible for her to keep an eye on everyone, much as she instinctively wants to; she can at least be Kwami’s keeper.

This door opens on another group of women, and Kia recognizes the prickle of power on her skin before she spots Masako’s round cheeks on a furious teenage girl.

“Miyuki!” she blurts, switching back to pidgin, “oh, thank fuck.” Shit, she should probably address the magic about to happen, and she hastily adds, “I’m here to spring you, please don’t light me on fire with your kami.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Kwami says, leaning out from behind Kia’s shoulder, but not allowing Miyuki a true line of attack. Smart kid. (She knows he’s at least twenty-five, but she has a decade on him and therefore: Kid.)

“Masako sent me,” Kia continues, because the prickling magic sensation hasn’t abated. “We’re friends. She’s looking for you, too. Also, I’m from the Warrior’s Guild, if that means anything to anyone in here.” Miyuki has a bowl in one hand, Kia notices. Is the bowl part of the magic?

“She has lockpicks,” Kwami adds helpfully, sticking a leg out and waggling his ankle. “Want your shackles off?”

“I cannot pick any locks if I’m on fire,” Kia finishes, deciding to leave things there. She thinks she made her case pretty well.

“I can’t light you on fire anyway,” Miyuki says after a tense, silent moment, shoulders slumping as she cups the bowl protectively. As her hands drop, so too does her gathered power, which makes the room feel suddenly wide-open and fresh while still smelling like the combined bodies of eight very stressed people. “Masako’s the one with the fire kami. I just have a wind kami, and she can’t do that much out here.”

“What was your plan, then?” Kia asks, gesturing her over and immediately kneeling, lockpicks out.

“Blow a bunch of sand in your eyes,” Miyuki says, sounding a little embarrassed. She shakes the bowl lightly and the contents shift against the sides.

“Solid plan.” The first shackle rattles to the wood, and the second won’t be far behind. “Sand in the eyes is a hell of a distraction, and it’s not like they can figure out it was you when you’re all the way across the room.” Kia shoves the chains free of Masako’s ankles and keeps wishing futilely for some of Lucían’s healing salves. “Do they come bother you after hours much?”

“No, actually,” says the next recipient of Kia’s assistance, a tall slim woman with deep brown skin and hair. “Some of them leer, and some of them stand too close, but once we’re locked up for the night we usually stay locked up.”

“It’s why we’ve been able to collect so much sand for Miyuki,” a pale teenager with curly medium blonde hair adds. “We’ve had a lot of time. Oh, wow, my feet feel so light!”

“You’ll feel weird walking for a bit,” Kia warns her, waving for Kwami to start distributing weapons from her bundle. “That goes for everyone! Easy to accidentally overbalance or trip when you’re getting used to being out of the shackles.” She makes significant eye contact with Miyuki and jerks her chin at the floor next to her. Miyuki drops into a crouch, attentive and now armed with a pair of shears.

“Do you just have the wind kami?” Kia asks in a low voice, locks steadily falling open under her focused attention. “Any other types?”

“Wind and water,” Miyuki says immediately. “I’ve never been as strong as Masako with them, though, and nothing’s awake out here, and they don’t give me any time to pray properly.” Her voice cracks on the last, and she grinds her fists into her eyes angrily. “If I’d practiced more,” she says bitterly, voice shaking, “if I’d been better with them, maybe I could have—”

“I’m gonna stop you right there,” Kia cuts in, gesturing the second-to-last woman forward. “Focusing on should-haves will eat your whole damn mind if you let it. Maybe these fuckers should have chosen to illegally brew liquor and sell it under the table like a reasonable gang, instead of kidnapping a shitload of people so they could corner the embroidery market. Maybe the magistrates should have looked into the kidnappings instead of twiddling their thumbs. Maybe I should have decided I wanted to travel south six months ago, and came here before I was sent so I could start investigating sooner.” Kia gets her lockpicks into the last set of shackles. “You can’t blame yourself for the choices of other people.”

Miyuki’s jaw sets in a way that makes her look exactly like a younger Masako. “If I’d trained more I could have sent my kami to Masako with a message so she knew where I was.”

“So you know to train harder in the future so if you ever get separated, you can do that,” Kia says reasonably. “But you couldn’t have known that in advance, so getting mad about a thing you couldn’t have known is neither useful nor helpful. You have to look forward, and we have things we need to do now.”

“Things that I will also not be very much help with,” Miyuki mutters.

“I’m going to find it very helpful if you can blow sand into the eyes of people who aren’t me, and if you can tell me how many people are in the next corridor over before we get there, both of which I know you can do.” Shackles complete! 

“I have two more rooms to go,” Kia tells the newly-armed-and-freed women, standing up with an unpleasant crackle in her knees. “Stay here until I come back for you so I can get you all out together.”

“Wouldn’t it be quieter if you just snuck out one group at a time?” Miyuki asks when they’re in the hallway.

“It would,” Kia admits, listening hard for footsteps, “but I got taken captive and broke my way out of the cell, so I don’t actually know how I’m getting everyone out yet. Hey, can you do that thing where you make the air thick so it’s harder to hear us?”

“Not very well,” Miyuki says, but Kia’s ears pop weirdly anyway, so she’s clearly doing it.

“You don’t know how to get us out?” Kwami demands in a frantic whisper. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Oh, could probably come up with a list,” Kia says cheerfully. “Plans never survive contact with the enemy, though, so I don’t usually bother to come up with them.”

“How are you friends with Nukunya?” Kwami complains under his breath.

“With much initial reluctance on their part.” Kia crouches to pick the lock on the next door. “Keep an eye and a kami out for me.”

“That’s not how it works,” Miyuki complains in a very similar tone of voice to Kwami.

Kia’s lockpicks lift the tumblers readily—too readily, she realizes a moment too late, as the unlocked door swings open to reveal a bunch of surprised-looking men and half-packed crates of embroidery.

“Why wasn’t this door locked?” she demands, rising to her full height and projecting administrative confidence. “Aiden said all the interior doors should be locked in case of a breakout.”

“He didn’t tell me that,” says a man holding some kind of robe.

“Maybe he didn’t trust you to remember to lock the doors,” Kia says dismissively, inwardly marveling at how far you can get with a good bluff. “Seems like he was right.” She gives the room a sharp nod. “See that it doesn’t happen again,” she orders, then shuts the door.

“Can you put a bunch of water in this wood and make it swell up?” she asks Miyuki in a whisper. Can she wedge the door shut with an awl? No, because it opens to the inside! Fuck!

“I’ve never tried that,” Miyuki admits, wide-eyed.

“Cool.” Kia takes them by the wrists and starts towing. “Then we should probably run, because they’re about to—”

“Hey!” someone inside the room yells.

“—realize that I was bullshitting,” Kia finishes, all three of them jogging. “Which of these rooms are empty?”

“How are we supposed to know?” Kwami asks with an edge of panic.

“Miyuki can use her kami to check.” She needs a somewhat defensible position, and to keep people coming after her, not the prisoners.

“I can?” Miyuki asks, and then, “I can,” in tones of realization. Kia’s skin prickles, and Miyuki yanks on Kia’s arm. “This way, this one.”

Kia bundles them through the unlocked door with a quickness. “I need you to do the thing with the sand,” Kia tells Miyuki, and—thank Nanezzi and every god that protects the rough-and-tumble—there’s a window to the outside world. “You get ready to go out that window,” she tells Kwami. “If they take me down, you two have to get to the Come On Inn in the red-light district to the west of Docktown. Ask for Sophia and Kaori—they’ll help you find Masako and Nukunya.”

“If they take you down?” Miyuki’s voice rises with each word.

“Are they going to take you down?” Kwami demands as Kia knocks over a table to create some cover.

“They can try,” Kia says darkly, and whips out her two little boot knives. “Stay out of the fight. Run if you have to.”

“But—” Kwami’s protest cuts off when the door bursts open.

“The sand!” Kia snaps at Miyuki.

Miyuki spits something violent in Taiyou-go and flings her free hand out in an arc. Sand skitters against Kia's leathers as it flies past her and unerringly into the eyes of three men trying to force their way through the door at once, proving why Kia wanted a room with a door. It’s much easier to fight three men than ten, especially when they’ve forgotten strategy in their hurry and are now all up in each other’s elbows.

Kia takes a breath to pointlessly wish for her throwing knives and launches into the fray. The closest man swings a club at her one-handed, which she ducks, grabbing that hand by the wrist and using the opening to stab him in the armpit. The club drops from his spasming fingers and into her waiting grip, and she bashes him in the face before he’s done screaming about the stabbing. That takes him out neatly, where “neatly” means “no longer a threat to Kia,” given how he collapses into a messy pile of limbs that does an excellent job tripping the fourth man behind him and giving Kia the opening to bash that man in the head as well.

Two of the three men in the initial crush are still upright, both of them swiping at their streaming, gritty eyes. The tallest one gets a hand on Kia’s stolen club in spite of his impaired vision and yanks. Kia releases it, which he was clearly not expecting, seeing how he almost hits himself in the face with it. He recovers, discarding the club behind him and lunging at her with—ooh!—a rather nice knife!

Kia backbends under the swing, to the man's obvious surprise, and comes up inside his guard, stabbing a path up his thighs and belly with her tiny little boot knives. It's not fatal, but even two inch blades hurt like a bitch when you get stabbed with them seven or eight times. He swears viciously and—understandably—tries to stab her in the back. Kia turns into the attack, braces her forearm against his, and slashes a line of red across his wrist. She needs to get out of here immediately before he realizes he can choke her out, but she has a purpose.

Another run of her blade across his tendons gets him to drop his knife. Kia snatches it, drops to the floor, and rolls out of grabbing range. He’s still dangerous, but she’s better armed and he’s mostly concerned with stemming the blood loss. He can wait.

The third man trying to cram through the door looks vaguely familiar, though she can’t figure out why. He’s unfortunately either blinked all the sand out of his eyes or missed the brunt of it, his eyes clear and sharp. She harasses him with her recently acquired knife, sending him stumbling into the bleeding man, too distracted to reach for the throwing knives in his harness—

“Hey!” Kia yelps, deeply offended. “That’s mine!” 

The man looks vaguely familiar because he helped disarm her earlier. He’s wearing her throwing knife harness, which doesn’t look good on him at all. It’s meant to be worn snug against her armor, and he has it flapping open on the sides! How’s it supposed to keep the knives accessible like that?

“Finders keepers, girlie!” the man sneers, regaining his footing and threatening her with a curved, scimitar-like blade. Kia resolves to steal it, if for nothing else then as revenge for being called “girlie.”

“Duck!” Kwami calls, and Kia obeys immediately. As she ducks, she realizes he spoke in Dhoo Jonam—smart choice, since it's unlikely anyone else speaks it. Because of that, everyone else gets a second wave of sand to the eyes, which is the opening Kia needs. She grabs Girlie Man’s wrist and punches his elbow so hard it bends the wrong way, steals his curved knife while he’s wailing, then slits his throat for good measure. The wailing stops abruptly.

The fresh corpse, the unconscious man, and the multiply be-stabbed man do a great job momentarily blocking the door, giving Kia a quick breather. With two fresh, larger blades to hand she can tuck her boot knives away. Her throwing knives tempt her dearly, but she can’t risk wrestling the harness off a dead man while actively under attack. She spares it a longing glance before someone steps over him and pulls her attention.

Well, their sword pulls her attention. It’s an actual sword, and the hand holding it has a skilled grip, and the arm attached to that hand is long and well-muscled, because the man attached to the arm is tall and well-muscled. He has reach, is what Kia’s getting at, and now she has to get inside it. He feints at her with an annoying level of confidence, and Kia knocks the attack aside in a clang of metal.

Nanezzi save her, Kia would kill to have her throwing knives back. She literally just killed to get her throwing knives back, and still doesn’t have them. This fucking sucks. She hates it.

The man tries to stab her, not just feinting, and Kia stops wallowing in her own annoyance to focus on the actual fight. Avoiding the stab is easy; getting close enough to return the favor is not. Sword Guy clearly has a lot of experience in close-quarters combat. She wishes fervently that they were in a narrow alley instead of this room, because she could easily wreck his ass in a space with less maneuverability.

(Kia’s doing a lot of useless wishing at the moment, but she doesn’t have the brainspace or energy to tell herself to knock it off.)

Sword Guy swings; Kia ducks under it, trying to get a knife into his leading knee. She can either stab him or keep herself safe, unfortunately, and she whips into a backwards shoulder roll to get out of range when he brings the sword around to bear again. The men in the hallway might be moving the prone bodies out of the way, which will be bad for her in a minute, but she can’t focus on anything other than the sword. If she doesn’t take out Sword Guy soon she’s gonna be in a bad way.

Kia steps sideways into the pool of blood and pretends to slip, leaving an opening in her guard. It’s a huge, obvious, lit-up target, and, as hoped, Sword Guy jumps on it. Quick as a flash she reverses her movement, darting inside his guard as his sword stabs past her. One knife goes into his shoulder, the other into his thigh. Both wounds are irritatingly shallow (in Kia’s opinion), but Sword Guy howls anyway.

He also punches her in the head with his free hand. Kia staggers backwards, ears ringing and vision blurry. Kia dislikes being punched in the head in general, and specifically hates this punch because while she’s recovering, Sword Guy's sword bites through the leather at her upper arm. Pain blooms white-hot across Kia’s bicep, and there’s an immediate hot run of blood down the inside of her leather sleeve. (Great, now she has to do blood laundry.)

“Knife!” Kwami yells.

“Stay the fuck down,” she snaps in Dhoo Jonam, trying to clear her spinning head while also avoiding any more swords that might come her way. She hears a muffled swear, and then a grunt of effort. Something whips past her head to smack into Sword Guy’s shoulder, heavy enough to make him stagger, and that’s the opening she needs to dart in, grab his wrist, and stab between the bones of his forearm, a quick one-two in-and-out. The sword drops from his suddenly-useless fingers to clatter against the floor. Kia kicks it behind her at the same time that No Sword Anymore Guy hunches forward, cradling his fucked-up arm to his chest on instinct. She bashes his head with the hilt of her knife and he hits the ground seconds after his sword did.

She's bought a moment to catch her breath, which unfortunately means she has enough time to notice the pain of the sword wound. Extra unfortunately she lacks the time to do anything about the sword wound. Feels like she could have done entirely without the break, actually.

One of them brings out a crossbow. Time slows as it swings toward her, the metal bolthead gleaming and deadly. She backpedals for the table and cover, her limbs too-slow like a nightmare come to life. Fuck fuck fuck fuck—

TWANG! goes the bowstring. Time returns to normal, the bolt whizzing past Kia’s ear mid-dive. It thunks into the wall while she thunks to the floor between Miyuki and Kwami, both wearing twin expressions of terror.

“You two should have run before the crossbow came out,” she says philosophically, gone past pain and panic into an icy kind of calm.

“We won’t leave you,” Miyuki says, as stubborn as her sister.

“Where would we have run, exactly, that they couldn’t just chase us down and catch us again?” Kwami asks, with Nukunya’s exasperated tones. “We’re better off sticking with you.” Another crossbow bolt splinters the table six inches from his head, and he flinches. “Up until now, I guess.”

“Thank you for your vote of confidence,” Kia tells him dryly, cleaning the blood from a stolen knife so she can use it as a mirror. Her quick scan reveals two crossbowmen, so fuck her life. They'll cover each other: even if she thinks she can take out one of them with a thrown knife, the other one will skewer her before she’s done throwing. No one's foolish enough to come into stabbing range, because Kia managed to get herself pinned down with two kids that she swore to protect.

Also, the arm injury isn’t helping.

Focus up, she tells herself sternly, shoving upright and clamping her hand around her bicep to try to stem the bleeding. You’re not dead yet, you don’t get to give up.

“How strong is your wind kami?” she asks Miyuki, testing her two stolen knives for throwing balance left-handed. “The sand trick is great, but could you blow one of those crossbow bolts off course?”

“I don’t know,” Miyuki whispers, hands trembling. “I don’t—I don’t want to find out I can’t, not if you’re—you—”

“Test run,” Kia agrees, looking around for anything nearby that isn’t four knives and two garrotes. “We need to make something that looks like a head, a decoy—”

“Here.” Kwami shoves over a pile of—are those sewing supplies? “I broke into one of the boxes looking for stuff to throw,” he explains breathlessly, wadding a swathe of brown fabric into a ball. “If we stab this onto the scissors—”

Kia supposes that in the dim light, to a person primed to riddle anything that moved with crossbow bolts, the wad of fabric might look like the top of a head. “When Kwami pokes this up over the top, shoot a gust of wind straight upward and we’ll see if you can knock the bolt aside, okay?” she whispers to Miyuki, choosing to put her hope in the world’s worst fake head.

“Okay,” Miyuki whispers, gathering her power. Kia nods to Kwami, who reaches as far to the side as possible before allowing the top of the decoy to peek up over the edge of the table.

The bowstring twangs again. The crossbow bolt whips past and embeds itself in the wall, Miyuki still mid-movement. Kia feels a breeze tug at her braids, but...

“I can’t do it fast enough,” Miyuki says miserably, shivering and trying to catch her breath. “The bolts—they’re too—”

“It’s fine,” Kia assures her, awkwardly patting her shoulder left-handed. (The injury is a real problem.) “You did your best under pressure.” She cases the room as she speaks. Options, options... There’s the window, but if they go for it with no cover they’ll get crossbowed to shit before they can even undo the latch. “Okay, new plan: We’re going to turn the table short-side-down and scoot it backwards with us toward the wall.”

“Why?” Miyuki half-yelps.

“So we can climb out the window without involuntarily and painfully turning into hedgehogs.” She wishes miserably that Lucían was here, or maybe Sister Agatha or Sister Evelyn. Someone who could heal her arm, and who could also incidentally light the crossbows on fire.

“Give me your arm,” Kwami orders, ripping a strip off a sheet of muslin. Oh! Bandages! Genius! She holds out her arm and he binds the wound with quick movements. One problem solved.

“If you don’t want to die I’d suggest coming out of there with your hands up,” one of the problems from the hallway calls. He sounds extremely smug. Kia wants to kick him in the dick.

“You seem to be under the impression we believe you won’t shoot us anyway,” Kia calls back, rolling her shoulder a few times and wincing. The bandage stays in place, which is what matters, so she ignores the searing pain and edges closer to one of the table legs. “We’re gonna turn it to the right,” she tells Kwami in Dhoo Jonam, barely audible. “Then we pull backwards.”

“Got it,” he replies, trying to figure out how to grab the other leg without leaving cover. Smart kid. Kia hopes he lives.

“We’re giving you a chance,” the man from the hall says coldly. “That’s more than you gave the men you killed.”

“They were trying to kill me at the time,” Kia points out loudly in the common pidgin. “You telling me I’m not allowed to defend myself against multiple heavily armed men?” To Kwami she whispers, “On three,” clenching her jaw against the complaint from her arm.

“We didn’t ask you to come here,” the man says bitingly. “We didn’t ask you to get involved.”

“No, you just kidnapped and enslaved dozens of people. You definitely have the moral high ground here.” She mouths, “One,” to a furious Kwami.

“Have we killed anyone?” the man asks. Kia wants to beat her head against the table she’s about to move. “We treat our workers well!”

“You literally take them from their families and chain them to their worktables so they can make you rich using skills they learned for themselves!” Kia snaps. “That’s evil! You are bad people, and I hope I get to stab more of you!” She doesn’t usually try to debate morality with slavers, but every second this guy spends arguing is a second they’re not being attacked: Debate she shall. “Two.”

“Oh, I’m going to enjoy killing you,” the man from the hallway says. Well! The feeling is very much mutual.

“Do you think you should have said the thing about the stabbing?” Miyuki whimpers, scooting over to help Kwami.

“I try to be truthful,” Kia says with a false lightness. “Three!”

They heave together. Kia’s arm screams at her. The table wobbles, too much force behind their shove, and for a terrifying moment it threatens to tip over forward, leaving them vulnerable. She yanks and feels something wrench in lower back—Should have braced with your abs, dearest, Kia despairs in the She-Wolf's voice—but the table stays upright.

Immediately thereafter two crossbow bolts thunk into the wood, heads splintering through to the backside. She leans out and throws one of her stolen knives in a whipcrack movement. Her arm hates her but one of the crossbowmen goes down with a blade through his throat while the other scrambles to reload.

“We need to haul this backwards and get out the window now,” she tells Kwami and Miyuki, panting from the exertion and pain and everything else.

“You asshole!” screams the man from the hallway.

“They’re really mad at me,” Kia says unnecessarily, now ignoring the pain in her arm and her back and all the other places she was beaten earlier as she yanks the table back a few inches. Oh, shit, her back is really going to be a problem, isn’t it?

Miyuki starts muttering in Taiyou-go under her breath, probably praying. Kia barely recognizes one in five words, but some of those words are “kami” and others are “dozo,” so: praying. Kwami joins her in both praying and shifting the table, a ritualistic request for help from the gods and his ancestors spilling out of his lips in Dhoo Jonam. Kia's prayers are silent, but if Nanezzi wanted to pull some trickster shit for her, she’d take it, thank him, and offer him the nicest bottle of booze money could buy. She just needs to get out of here so she can do it!

They’re almost to the window when Kia hears the thump of something bouncing off a wall, then whacks a thing out of the air with her remaining stolen knife on pure reflex. The thing rebounds off a crate in a wash of heat and smoke: Kia gets a whiff of whatever-it-is and instinctively knocks it across the floor with a thrown sewing implement.

“Smoke bomb,” she whisper-yells, scrabbling around for fabric—where’d that damn muslin go? “Cover your faces, stay low—Miyuki, can you keep it away from us?”

Miyuki clenches her jaw and summons her kami, the smoke swirling against the edges of an invisible sphere. “I don’t know how long I can hold this,” she grits out, temples already beading sweat. “Or how long we’ll be able to breathe inside it.”

“Here, here!” Kwami kept hold of the muslin he’d used to bandage Kia’s arm, clever boy, and he rips it into squares. “Is it poison?” he asks, tying one around his face before shoving a second at Kia. 

“All smoke is poison if you breathe enough of it,” Kia says grimly, masking up and then tying Miyuki’s on for her. The smoke smells acrid and horrible, worse than a regular campfire or even burning hair. She’s not an apothecary or herbalist, but she’s pretty sure it’s full of fucking belladonna or something equally nasty. 

“How are they breathing with all this in the air?” Kwami asks, patting Miyuki’s shoulder helplessly.

Good question. Kia checks the doorway in the reflection her remaining stolen knife. The men are outside, likely masked, with the door only open a crack. She knows two crossbows remain on the other side, so if they try to get out through the door they’ll have to navigate the thickening smoke and risk getting extremely shot in the process.

They did not, however, plan to be facing someone who could control air.

“New plan,” Kia says, rolling her shoulders back (ow) (no time for pain). “I’m going to open the window so we have some fresh air on our side, and then Miyuki is going to blow all the smoke in here straight into the hall and hold it on them.”

“I am?” Miyuki asks, and then, with steel in her voice, “I am.”

“Once it’s in the hall, we go out the window,” Kia continues, calculating whether the crossbows will have a line of sight on her hand when she reaches for the latch. The smoke actually helps with this, giving her extra cover. She’ll just have to be fast. “We’ll regroup once we’re somewhere safer. Got it?”

“Got it,” Kwami and Miyuki echo in terrified unison. Kia starts to take a deep breath, remembers she shouldn’t, suppresses a cough, and goes for the window latch.

The window opens to reveal the twilight sky, a blessedly fresh salt breeze, and at least three armed men.

“Fuck,” Kia says with feeling, and tries to yank the window shut. One of the men shoves a wooden club into the gap, using it as a lever to foil her “shut the window” plan pretty thoroughly. At least her eyes aren’t stinging from the smoke—Miyuki must have forced it into the hallway. She might hear coughing, but that doesn't matter compared to her fresh new problem.

“Knife? What—” Kwami’s question breaks off into some vicious swearing in Dhoo Jonam as he sees the issue.

“We leaving yet?” Miyuki asks, visibly exhausted. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.”

“Slight complication,” Kia grits out. She would fucking kill for a long stick right now, maybe a sturdy soup ladle, something with reach. Her brain reels and reels: She needs another plan, another way out that keeps these kids alive. Can she take out the three outside quickly enough to let Kwami and Miyuki get away? Probably not without dying in the process. Kia’s willing to die to save others if it’s the only option, but if she dies now she leaves a lot of people trapped in this beloathed fucking warehouse. She can’t die without finishing the job.

“Okay,” she says, a verbal spacer while her brain works. “Okay, Kwami, can you—can you break into another crate and look for something useful?” Maybe she can hook the smoke bomb closer by tying something to the end of one of her garrotes, and then throw the smoke bomb out the window? That would solve at least one problem.

Kwami gets one hand on a crate before the man with the club drives it forward in a sharp movement that knocks Kia’s grip away. The window clatters open and the man leans inside.

“Going somewhere?” he asks with a leer, lazily spinning the club in one hand.

Ah.

Great.

They’re fucked.
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Chapter 23
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KIA’S HALFWAY THROUGH one last fervent prayer to Nanezzi when the window frame creaks alarmingly. The two men climbing through it (Club Guy, joined by Some Kind Of Hook That’s Probably For Fishing, Kia Doesn’t Know Guy) pause instinctively at the threat of breakage. It’s hard to say who the most surprised when the frame flexes, ripples, and sprouts two actual living branches that smack upward into their faces. Both men startle backwards; when Kia scrambles after to keep them in sight, she watches the wooden decking bend under their feet and dump all three flailing men into the river.

“Wow,” she says after a long, breathless moment. “He actually listened!”

“Masako?” Miyuki half-shouts, crowding Kia at the window. Is she still doing the thing with the smoke? Kia can’t tell.

“Miyuki-chan!” Masako’s voice answers out of the twilight, and a moment later the woman in question leaps up onto the boardwalk out of nowhere.

“Oh, Masako did the window thing,” Kia says in realization. That makes much more sense than Nanezzi doing it. Wait. “Masako! You’re here! Nukunya made it back?”

“They did,” Masako says, grabbing Miyuki by the face. “And they’re pissed at you, by the way.” She immediately switches to Taiyou-go, a waterfall of semi-familiar syllables mixing with the matching rush of relieved babbling from her younger sister.

“They probably should be,” Kia agrees, relief making her dizzy. Nukunya made it! Masako’s here! She has backup! She’s about thirty seconds from passing out about it, and struggles to keep herself upright and focused.

“Masako!” Kaori’s exasperated voice floats up from the water. “Tie the rope to something!”

Masako startles backward from Miyuki, still clutching her sister’s face. “The rope?” she asks the air, and then glances down at her shoulder, where the tied end of a loop of rope waits to be wrapped around something sturdy. “The rope,” she says, face scrunching with a self-directed annoyance that Kia wants to kiss very much. Masako presses her lips to Miyuki’s forehead before she finally releases her, looping the rope around one of the many convenient pilings holding up the boardwalk. Kaori appears over the edge of the boardwalk shortly after the rope is secured, the third most beautiful face Kia thinks she’ll see tonight, right after Masako and—

“Nukunya!” she crows happily, leaning out the window and trying not to wince when it fucks with her back. “You made it!”

“If you ever do something like that to me again I will track down and audit every person you have ever cared about in your life and tell them it’s your fault they owe back taxes now,” Nukunya spits as Kaori hauls them up, their foot looped in the rope. As soon as they hit the wood they invade Kia’s space, kissing her with a wicked, vicious relief.

“I’m happy to see you, too,” Kia says when they part, blinking with a lassitude she really needs to shake off in order to get everyone out of here.

“I am going to yell at you more later,” Nukunya tells her, right before crushing her mouth in another kiss.

“You said you were friends,” Kwami wails, slightly muffled like he's covering his face. Nukunya jerks away from Kia and half-shoves her aside to peer frantically behind her.

“I found your brother,” Kia says helpfully, scooching elsewhere so Kwami can crash into Nukunya’s arms. The branches growing from the windowsill really get in the way. Kia runs a finger along one. “Didn’t know you could do this all the way out here, Masako.”

“Neither did I,” Masako admits, clutching Miyuki’s sleeve with a white-knuckled grip. “I saw them attacking you and—what did you do to your arm?”

Kia glances at the bandage. “Got stabbed a little.”

“As soon as I make sure you’re safe I’m going to kill you,” Nukunya snaps pushing Kwami and the branches aside to clamber through the window. “How bad is the wound? Why does it smell like a tannery caught fire in here?”

“That’d be the smoke bomb,” Kia explains. Wait. The smoke bomb. “Miyuki, what did you do to make it stop smoking?”

“I didn’t,” Miyuki says, blushing. “I blew it out the door into the hall when you opened the window.”

“Good work!” It’s important to give new trainees positive reinforcement. Kia tries to give her a double thumbs-up and bumps her injured arm into Nukunya, who's unwrapping the bandages and muttering.

Miyuki flusters a bit further. “It was on accident.”

“It doesn’t have to be on purpose to still be good work,” Kia tells her.

“So I see a lot of blood on the other side of that table,” Kaori says from the window. “Did you kill all of them, or...”

“Definitely not. There were crossbows.” Kia realizes belatedly that no one has shot at them, which should be happening since they’re very obvious targets. “They might have left when Miyuki blew their smoke bomb back in their faces. We should check—”

“You should stay right here and let me dress this properly,” Nukunya snaps, holding Kia in place by the arm when she tries to stand. “Kaori and Masako can go check. Here, which of these is for healing?”

“You brought my potions!” In front of them, unfurled across the floor, lies a padded leather roll, pouches and pockets filled with glass vials or wooden boxes. There’s muscle salve! Her back wants to cry from happiness. Kia tries to clasp her own cheeks in delight. Nukunya catches her wrists, muttering something about bloody hands. 

“Yes, I had a feeling we might need them,” they say snippily. “What do I do with them?”

Right. She shakes her head firmly, takes a breath, and focuses. “This one for open wounds. This one for muscles—and if we want me at all useful for the next hour we need to absolutely slather it on my lower back—and this one...” Kia cracks the wax seal, pops the cork, and knocks back a gently glowing liquid that tastes like herbs and tingling. When it hits her stomach a wave of warmth runs through her, scouring away the fatigue and brain fog like a flood ripping through a dam. It’s not as powerful as having Lucían heal her directly, but it’s the next best thing.

“Oh, I’d gone loopy, huh?” Kia asks no one in particular. Now that she's clearheaded she can tell that she, uh, previously wasn't.

“That’s one way to put it.” Nukunya smears a glowing green wound salve on her arm before binding it with a fresh bandage. “You said your back? How do I get inside your armor?”

“You just have to ask nicely,” Kia says with a smirk. Ah. She’s less loopy, not not loopy. Good to know.

“Gross,” Kwami complains from three feet away. 

“You were going to learn about it eventually,” Kia says with a shrug, unbuckling straps until Nukunya can get to the shitty part of her back. “Ooooooh fuck, a little to the left—” Kia swears in at least three languages when they find the spot, hands braced on the floor in front of her. The massage is brutal. It’s excruciating. She loves it.

“It’s a good thing everyone out here is dead or you’d have given away our position by now,” Kaori calls from the doorway. “Duck!”

Everyone does, and something round and horrible-smelling whiffs over them and out the window. There goes the smoke bomb! Good riddance.

“How many dead?” she asks, pressing into Nukunya's touch in a silent request for more pressure. She can feel it all the way up in her shoulders and neck. Fuck backs. Fuck muscles. Fuck the human body in general.

“Six. Well, there are six of them down, but three are still breathing and three aren't. Hey, I’m gonna move this table.” Kaori suits action to words, ignoring the pincushion-constellation of crossbow bolts embedded in the remains of the table. “Four of them are obviously your work, but who got the other two?”

“Miyuki did. Well, I think probably their own smoke bomb did it, but they weren’t expecting someone who could control air, so...”

“You did what?” Masako asks, then switches into rapid-fire Taiyou-go, crouching before an ill-looking Miyuki and taking her hands. Masako seems concerned and also a little proud. Kia approves.

“There were at least eight of them, not counting the guys outside,” Kia tells Kaori, reluctantly concluding Nukunya’s agonizing massage by doing up her armor again. “I got almost everyone unlocked—”

“Unlocked?” Nukunya asks, incensed.

“They kept us in shackles,” Kwami explains, packing up the medical kit.

“They what?” Nukunya asks, even more incensed.

“—but I opened a wrong door on the last turn and found our friends instead,” Kia continues, ignoring the side conversation. “I don’t know how many guards they have on-site at night, but I assume they’re going to go get backup, which means we need to get the victims out now.”

“The drawbridges are up,” Kaori announces to the room. “They’re split half and half—there’s one that pulls up on this side and one that pulls up on the other side, so you need both. I left some of Gavin’s folks on that side with orders to drop the bridge on my signal.”

“What’s the signal?” Kia levers herself to her feet with Nukunya’s aid and only winces three times. Progress!

“Me yelling, ‘Hey! Jane and Hayao! Open the bridge!’”

“That’s not a very subtle signal,” Nukunya notes, steadying Kia's elbow.

Kaori shrugs. “Subtlety is overrated.”

“Okay, so we need to get everyone else unchained,” Kia cuts in, hoping to avoid an extended discussion about the pros and cons of subtlety. “The only good way off this place is by drawbridge, so they'll want to stop us from getting there. Before we get into another big fight the non-combatants need to be able to jump into the river and swim for another dock if they have to.” 

She takes a couple of experimental steps and neither falls over nor acutely pulls anything, so she sets about wrestling her knife harness off the thief's corpse. Kaori—thankfully—takes over to save Kia's back, and Kwami helpfully finds her some clean muslin to wipe off most of the blood. When the harness is acceptably clean, Kia swings it over her shoulders with a relieved sigh. Future fights just got a lot easier.

Kaori and Masako clear the hallway, stacking corpses in the corner and binding the limbs of the unconscious men. There’s nothing to be done about the bloodstains, alas, and Kia tiptoes gingerly through them. Slipping and falling in a bloodstain is incredible comedy, but this isn’t the moment for incredible comedy. (Unless someone she’s fighting slips and falls in a bloodstain, in which case this is absolutely the moment for incredible comedy.)

The others follow as she retraces her steps, knives a comforting weight in her hands and on her torso. Okay, so she passed those doors, and that was the corner they skidded around, which means...

Kia pushes open a cracked door. Ah, here's the lock she shouldn't have picked. The half-loaded crates are just as they were, fabric haphazardly dropped on the floor. She could risk picking more unnecessary locks, or she could save a lot of time with a simple question.

“Masako, where do you sense people?”

Masako half-shuts her eyes and flexes her hands, feeling for the answer. “Two places nearby.” She doesn't quite point at any of the doorways, but it's in a helpful direction. “There are more further off that taste like greed and ash.”

“That is what they taste like!” Miyuki whispers triumphantly.

“Let’s go.” Kia follows the pointing, murmured conversation audible when she's close enough to the door. The lock falls to her picks in moments, and the door swings open to reveal—

“Elara!” Kaori whisper-yells, barreling past Kia to sweep a slender, pale woman into a rib-cracking hug. “You’re alive! We’ve been so worried about you!”

“Kaori?” Elara chokes out. “You found me?”

“Well, mostly the Knife found you.” Kaori sets Elara on her feet and gestures for Kia to bring the lockpicks.

“That’s me!” Kia drops gingerly into a crouch, picks in hand. “I’m with the Warrior’s Guild. I was sent to get you all out of here.”

“You as well,” Nukunya says from Kia’s left, waving one of the other prisoners up. They retrieve some picks from a pocket and set to work with a speed and efficiency so distracting Kia opens one shackle by feel alone.

“You can pick locks?” she whispers in Dhoo Jonam, knocking the loose shackles aside and gesturing another woman up.

“Ayie.” Nukunya says, like it’s obvious. They glance up and cock their head. “I’m an auditor. Do you think people just hand over their doctored books when I ask?”

“It is incredibly sexy that you can do that,” Kia tells them with feeling.

The corner of their mouth quirks upward. “Noted.” Another chained woman steps up for Nukunya to work their magic, and they quiet in focus. “I’m also an excellent cook.”

“You’ve already seduced me,” Kia complains, jiggling a stubborn pin into submission. “You don’t have to keep trying.”

“I don’t think a seduction is ever truly complete,” Nukunya muses. “There’s always something else to do, isn’t there?”

“Hold that thought for when we’re out of here alive and have access to a bed again.” Another shackle clanks to the ground as punctuation.

“Maybe hold the whole conversation for when I can’t hear it,” Kwami mutters, also in Dhoo Jonam, as he hands out scissors and awls to the newly freed women.

“Listen, kid, if you can’t flirt in the middle of a life-threatening situation, you might as well just give up and die,” Kia advises, comically serious. “Seize every chance to have a good time, that’s what I always say.”

“I have literally never heard you say that before right now,” Nukunya points out, the prickly fucker.

“I’ve been busy,” Kia retorts as the last shackle clanks free. “We have one more group of you to unlock and then we’ll be moving out,” she tells the room at large in the common pidgin, confident and reassuring. “I’ll be back as soon as I can to collect everyone. We’re gonna get you out of here, I promise.”

Getting the final group of people unlocked takes almost no time at all between Kia and Nukunya, though Kwami runs out of makeshift weapons almost immediately. At least they can use the shackles as flails; several people seem very enthusiastic about that. Hopefully they won't have to if Kia does her job right.

“Where do you sense the others?” Kia asks Masako when they regroup in the hallway. “How many of them can you sense?”

Masako's brow furrows. “Two groups, now. Two places. They’ve split up, I think?” She points in opposite directions, exactly where Kia would send people to set up a pincer maneuver. “There’s too many of them for me to be able to tell exact numbers.”

Kia decides that means there’s approximately ten in each group, based on zero evidence. “Which group is closer?”

Masako points in the direction of the main workshop space.

“Should we split up, too?” Nukunya asks, glancing between two unseen dangers. “Attack both groups at once?”

“Absolutely not,” Kia says immediately. “We don’t have the numbers. That’s just asking to die.”

“We have the numbers with everyone else,” Kwami points out, hand clenching on his stolen awl.

“You aren’t trained fighters,” Kia tells him mercilessly. “I came here to get you out safe, not to throw you into a bloodbath on the way.”

“So far all the bloodbaths have been on their end,” Miyuki points out, looking a bit nauseated.

“And that’s been luck as much as anything else.” Kia pinches the bridge of her nose. “No. We have to assume that they’re going to try to trap us in a hallway with crossbows on both sides so they can murder us to death.”

“Redundant,” Nukunya mutters.

“What we are going to do is set up a chokepoint for those fuckers” —Kia gestures at the workshop— “and then we’re going to murder them to death.”

“Redundant,” Nukunya mutters again, and then, louder, “what do you suggest?”

“Can you do the thing with the boards again?” Kia asks Masako. “Grow them across the hallway to block it off?”

“Maybe.” Masako frowns at the size of the hallway. “I was really upset when I did the window, and it just sort of... happened. This would take a lot of energy.”

The trouble, Kia reflects, comes from trying keep people from knifing you in the back while also leaving yourself an escape route from the people who want to knife you in the front. “Nukunya, get some of the prisoners and find the room with the crates,” she says, planning three steps ahead. “Barricade the hallway so they can’t get to us from the back. Keep Miyuki with you so she can tell you if anyone’s trying to sneak up through a secret passage.”

“Are there secret passages?” Miyuki asks with interest.

“What will you be doing?” Nukunya asks with concern.

“I don’t think so,” Kia tells Miyuki, “but I’d rather expect secret passages than be surprised by them.” To Nukunya she says, “I’m taking Masako and Kaori with me to get the drop on the other group.”

Nukunya’s mouth flattens. “Didn't you just say we weren’t splitting up?”

“We’re not splitting up to go fight two groups at once,” Kia explains. “We’re splitting up so we can pick off the members of one group while making sure we’re protected from the other. It’s different.”

Their mouth somehow goes even flatter. “I don’t like it.”

“You can yell at me later,” Kia tells them, squeezing their forearm in a way that would be more reassuring if she wasn’t still covered in (mostly) other people’s dried blood. “I’m a lot better armed than I was when you found me.” Speaking of... “Give me my potions?”

Nukunya hands over the leather roll. Kia takes does some sorting and tucks the bottles she needs into her knife harness. “Healing,” she reiterates to Nukunya, tapping the potions for that. She lets her fingertips play across a couple others. “These are actually for cough and stomach illnesses.”

Nukunya avoids eye contact, trying for haughty and ending up sheepish. “I didn’t know the specifics of everything.”

“Better to have it,” Kia agrees, rolling the potions back up. “Plus, now if anyone starts hacking up a lung, we’ll be prepared.”

“Are you really going to leave me behind again while you do something incredibly dangerous?” Nukunya asks in Dhoo Jonam, ignoring Kia’s goodnatured teasing to have an emotionally complicated conversation at a terrible time for an emotionally complicated conversation.

“Technically I’m leaving you to do your own dangerous task while I do something similarly but differently dangerous,” Kia says bluntly. Nukunya's expression says this is not reassuring, and she presses their foreheads together gently. “I will be as safe as I can, but this is my job and it’s what I came here to do. I need to finish it.”

Nukunya inhales deep, holds it, and blows the air out in a long stream. “Come back to me,” they order, voice trembling. “Just... make sure you and Masako come back to me.”

“Nyasachiel, they will have to kill me to stop me,” Kia promises, which is also not particularly reassuring, but it makes Nukunya shove her shoulder with an eye roll. Tender emotional moment intentionally ruined, Kia strides for the main production floor, Masako and Kaori falling in behind her. Masako takes her hand and squeezes it. Kaori—who Kia just now notices has a fucking polearm—rolls her shoulders back and cracks her neck.

“So what’s the plan?” Kaori asks.

“Did you have that the whole time?” Kia shoots back. Kaori glances at the gleaming blade and shrugs.

“It was wrapped earlier,” she says, which is half an explanation. “My question still stands.”

“Well, now that I know we have a polearm my plan’s changed.”

“Has it actually?” Masako asks with exactly the right amount of suspicion.

“It has not,” Kia confirms. “I’m making this up as I go.”

“Fuck,” Kaori says quietly.

“I knew it,” Masako mutters.

“We need to make a chokepoint,” Kia says, ignoring their quite valid exasperation. “If they can only come at us one at a time it doesn’t matter if they outnumber us.”

They swing around the final corner, and Kia sways to a halt in front of the doors to the factory floor. It’s almost fully dark now, oil lanterns intermittently illuminating the halls, and from what she can see around the cracks in the doors the room beyond is unlit.

“Or,” she says, a new plan coalescing out of the shadows, “it doesn’t matter if they outnumber us if they can’t see us.”

***
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KAORI AND MASAKO, PREDICTABLY, don’t like it.

They both admit they don’t have better ideas, though, so Kia gets her way regardless.

With Masako’s confirmation that their opponents (seven of them) are on the very far side of the warehouse floor, Kia douses the hallway lamps so the light won't give them away when they open the door. Kaori has instructions to build a chokepoint barricade with whatever's nearby, which should be easy since Kia picks the lock on what turns out to be supply closet. They clasp forearms for good luck, then Kia and Masako slip out into the shadows.

The wool-wrapped feeling of Masako’s sound-dampening spell presses against Kia’s skin as they steal over to the stairs leading up to the catwalks and pick their way toward the golden glow of a lamp on the far side of the room. Kia spares a wish for Sister Evelyn’s invisibility illusions, but she can work with a dark room, shadows, and unnatural magical silence.

“We should wait until Bedellan gets back from the mainland,” one of the lamplit men is saying when Kia and Masako draw near, his voice oddly flat through Masako’s spell. “I’m telling you, I think one of them’s magic! We need more men and crossbows.” He sounds rough, perhaps like he’d recently suffered from smoke inhalation. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer person.

“If they were magic we’d have known already,” someone else argues. “It’s that one woman Aiden caught giving us trouble. We just need to put her down and the rest will go easily. It wasn’t hard to get her the first time.”

Kia snorts. She let them catch her the first time! She wanted to get caught! (Sort of.) She sees Masako give her a look through the shadows but remains undaunted in her exasperation.

Kia creeps soundlessly along the catwalk until the group comes into view, standing brazenly around a lantern-lit table with no fear someone might use their catwalks against them. If they look up they might catch sight of her and Masako high above, but she bets the lantern has ruined their night vision. Dark room, dark clothes, one light: She and Masako should be practically invisible.

There’s a particular potion bottle that Kia wanted for this, and she slips it free of her harness. She doesn’t traffic with poisons per se; they’re unpredictable, cruel, and the Guild tries to take people alive when possible. Also, this potion is from Lucían; if she’d asked him to mix her a poison, he’d refuse and be appalled at her lack of morals. It’s not poison.

That said, Lucían was willing to invent a very concentrated, very effective sleeping draught. A few drops in a drink is enough to knock someone out for several hours of deep, dreamless sleep—Kia uses it for nightmares sometimes. A blade wetted with the potion, and then the potion introduced into the bloodstream... Kia can’t guarantee she'll put anyone to sleep, but when she’s done they’ll be too drowsy to be a danger, Nanezzi willing.

They'll also admittedly be lightly stabbed, but she’s called the Knife for a reason. Anyone who wants to judge her about the stabbings is welcome to come try to do her job.

“I need you to make sure they can’t hear where the knives are coming from,” Kia tells Masako almost inaudibly, dipping her thinnest throwing knives in the potion and letting the excess drip off before sheathing them. “I’ll keep moving so they don’t all come from exactly the same place, but the longer I have, the better this will go.” She casts an eye down at the table below. “Also you might be in charge of making sure their crossbow bolts get blown off course.”

Masako flexes her fingers grimly. “I’ll do my best,” she whispers, Crane fluttering insubstantial wings from its perch on the railing.

“Me, too,” Kia mutters, dripping the sleeping draught on the blade of her largest stolen knife for good measure. Potion replaced, she grabs Masako by the back of the neck and hauls her in for a hot, hungry kiss. Masako startles and melts into it, pulling Kia close with a hand on her hip and one cradling the back of her head. It prickles through Kia, fills her up and leaves her feeling warm and wanted and protected. This isn’t anywhere close to her best plan; they’re outnumbered and out-armed and trapped on an artificial island with only half an escape route, but she has people to watch her back and the knowledge makes her giddy.

She's also riding the energy high from the healing potion and suffering some minor blood loss, both of which are probably part of the reason Kia surfaces from the kiss to whisper, “I love you, by the way.”

Masako boggles at her, eyes so wide they reflect the lamplight below. Her mouth snaps shut and she thwaps Kia's uninjured shoulder. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Why is your timing so awful!”

“At least I’m consistent,” Kia says through an uncontrollable, wild grin. Masako’s temper is a familiar, fond thing that heats her ribcage like a hearthfire.

“You’re terrible,” Masako tells her darkly. “The worst person in the world.” A pause. Kia hears her swallow, the sound spell-muted. “I can’t believe I love you.”

Kia’s heart, already running dangerously fast, kicks up into a speed previously only known to hummingbirds. “Ah,” she says eloquently. “Well.” She’d really like to do something about this shared knowledge, but they’re still in mortal danger. “This really is bad timing, isn’t it?”

“How does it feel?” Masako asks mercilessly. “Frustrating? Infuriating?” Kia can hear the unspoken, “Now you know what I’ve been dealing with,” loud and clear.

“I’ll try to have better timing in the future,” she promises. She will try. She doesn’t know if she’ll be able to succeed, but she can promise to try. Masako's arch look says she hears the omission, but Kia watches her actively decide to ignore it. She readies her power, Crane flicking its wings again.

“Keep us quiet,” Kia repeats, aware she’s being redundant.

“Be quick about it,” Masako retorts, her magic pressing on the back of Kia’s neck.

Kia draws two throwing knives.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Go.

The first knife finds its target in the upper arm of a crossbow-wielder. The second knife catches the shoulder of the man next to him half a breath later. Before they can react Kia has two more knives sailing at the next two silhouettes.

“Ow!” someone says, confusion and pain mingling in their voice.

“What the fuck?” someone else yelps, scrabbling over his shoulder—Kia assumes one of her knives found purchase. She’s ten feet further along the catwalk, a deadly ghost in the shadows. She whips a knife at the next man and keeps going. Once they figure it out—

“Someone fucking stabbed me!” someone yells.

“It’s that woman, she’s loose!”

The jig is well and surely up now, but Kia only has three targets left and rounds the corner at speed. A handful of men go for the same crossbow, one of them half-diving across a table to reach, which leaves him vulnerable to the knife that catches him under his shoulder blade. He cries out: she flings another knife toward guy number six, aware that the crossbow is swinging in her direction and unable to spare any brainpower for it. Either Masako will blow the bolt off course or she won’t, and Kia’s not done with her job yet.

The final un-stabbed man ducks under the table, and Kia spits a foul word between her teeth. Well, six of them is better than none! Now back to Kaori and whatever barricade she’s made—

“Up there!” The twang-thunk of the crossbow follows. Kia drops to the catwalk floor instinctively. A gust of wind ruffles her hair, and somewhere behind her wood rattles against wood. Masako can blow the bolts off course! Great!

“What do we do now?” Masako whispers, belly-crawling toward Kia.

“Can you blow that crossbow bolt further away?” Kia asks, pointing at the opposite side of the catwalk. “We need to make noise over there.”

Masako clenches her teeth in concentration, and the crossbow bolt rolls away from them, drawing the attention of the men below with a clatter.

“That way!” someone shouts, followed by thumping and stumbling as the men head for the wrong set of stairs. One of them staggers into multiple tables, which means the sleeping draught is working.

“Now we run!” Kia grabs Masako’s hand and hauls her into a crouch, tip-toe running away and trusting Masako's kami to cover the sound. The catwalk vibrates under their feet, which they can’t do anything about, but the catwalk isn't a maze; it’s a rectangle. Kia’s not trying to lose their pursuers, she’s trying to give the potion time to work.

They tumble down the stairs, focusing on making sure they don’t fall and break their necks. This is Kia’s excuse for why they don’t see the man lurking at the bottom until they’re practically on top of him, the gleam of his sword giving him away just in time.

“Oh, no you don’t!” he says with no slurring or confusion. Ah. Ducked Under the Table Guy. He lunges at them: Kia dodges, but Masako trips and falls backwards, sprawled across the stairs at his mercy.

At least that’s what it seems like before Masako flings out a hand and a wooden stair slat rips free of its nails to smack the man in the shin. He staggers, sword point dropping in surprise and pain. Kia stabs him in the shoulder with her drugged knife and kicks him in the other shoulder for good measure, sending him crashing down three stairs into the floor. Kia yanks Masako to her feet, and Masako grabs Kia under the armpit and drags her along in a huge leap (with the assistance of Crane) to land lightly on a table. They scramble toward the door with a quickness. Kia doesn't hear pursuit, but it’s only a matter of time.

“It’s us!” Kia hisses, rapping her knuckles against the wood. They should have set up some kind of signal, probably, but the door swings open and Kaori’s large hand hauls her inside.

(Just in case it wasn’t Kaori, Kia had her drugged knife ready. “Trust but be ready to stab” is a motto that’s served her well.)

“How’d it go?” Kaori asks. (It’s definitely Kaori, thank the gods.) “I heard yelling.”

“Every single one of them will be asleep or otherwise useless in about ten minutes,” Kia reports, running her fingers over the now-empty sheaths that previously held throwing knives. She wishes she could go retrieve them. Later. “We just need to be able to hold this door for a bit and then we can go help Nukunya and the others.”

“About that...” Kaori tows Kia further inside, Masako following automatically, and turns her toward the door. “It actually bars from this side,” Kaori says at the same time that Kia realizes there's no barricade.

Wait.

What?

Kia looks closer at the door and yep, there are the tell-tale slats and bars of a sturdy door closure, the type that would need a siege engine to breach. Kaori gamely bars the thing, and it looks both heavy and secure.

“How the fuck didn’t I notice that earlier?” Kia demands of the air, incensed. She could have just barred it as soon as she came in and not worried about backstabbings!

“We were all under a lot of stress,” Kaori says amiably, picking up her polearm and heading down the hall. “I’m sure in better lighting and better emotional circumstances you’d have noticed it.”

Kia certainly fucking hopes so, because the other option is that she’s losing her touch for this shit entirely and should quit as soon as humanly possible.

“Did you notice the bars on those doors?” she asks Masako under her breath as they hurry to catch up with Kaori and her obnoxiously long legs.

“I did not,” Masako admits, which makes Kia feel a little bit better. They round a corner into the sound of distant fighting. Shit. She breaks into a run, caution flung to the wind.

They’re so close. She just has to finish it.


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 24

[image: ]


THEY FIND A LOT OF people defending Nukunya's makeshift barricade, which means they ignored her directive to keep the kidnap victims out of the fight. Well, mostly it seems to be the kidnap victims themselves who ignored that. Kia can’t say she blames them, even though they’re making her life a lot harder.

“Nukunya!” she yells into the chaos, looking for their familiar shaved head. There’s blood on the floor, and two people bandaging a third with strips of fabric ripped from a bedsheet by a fourth person. Those people have her potion kit, but none of them are Nukunya.

“Knife!” Nukunya ducks out from behind a much larger person defending the narrow access point in the barricade with what looks like shackles wrapped and locked around the end of a length of wood that used to be part of a bedframe. Kia’s seen worse makeshift weapons.

“What’s the situation?” she asks, pulling them away from the knot of yelling people clogging the hall.

“We’re pinned down,” they say urgently, clutching Kia’s upper arm and scanning her for fresh injuries. “There were more of them than we expected and they have crossbows. They haven’t been able to get through, but we won’t be able to get out that way.”

Deeply unfortunate. “We can probably get out through the factory floor” —assuming everyone Kia drugged is asleep by now— “and then circle around to the bridges.”

“I wish we had one of their smoke bombs,” Kwami chimes in, appearing at Nukunya's elbow. Kia suspects they haven’t been more than six feet from each other since Nukunya showed up, and she gets it. “If we could throw one over there then Miyuki could do the wind thing and they’d suffer.”

That’s a great idea. Unfortunately Kia doesn’t habitually carry around smoke bombs, because she can’t control air currents and it’s very hard to use a smoke bomb in an enclosed area and not smoke bomb yourself in the process. “We could probably make one,” she says, already planning. “Are the mattresses straw?”

“They are,” says a woman holding a makeshift flail constructed from a shackle and more broken bedslats. She hands it off to a scowling man and joins their group. “Why do you need straw?”

“Smoke bomb,” Kia explains quickly. “We need to stuff some fabric tight so it’ll smolder instead of burning” —they are on an island made of wood, Kia won't risk lighting it on fire— “and then kick it their direction so they choke.” She drums her fingers on her thighs. “It’d be better if we had something nasty to mix with the straw, but...”

“Nasty like...” the woman asks, frowning.

“Like really hot dried chilies, or nightshade,” Kia says, which would cause two very different reactions. In her defense, they’d be equally effective.

“Would black pepper work?” the woman asks, eyes gleaming with anticipation.

“Yeah, if we had some—” Kia starts. The woman ducks into one of the bedrooms and returns with a small waxed fabric packet. When she opens it the smell hits Kia first, spicy and warm. “Why do you have this?” she asks, incredulous. “Were they giving you spices?”

The woman snorts. “You think they cared if we liked the food? No, I bribed one of the guards for this so I didn’t want to die every time they brought us the blandest mashed turnips I’ve ever had in my life. I have salt, too.”

“Bribed them with what?” Masako asks from over Kia’s shoulder. Oh, she’s not going to like the answer.

“Sex.”

Yep, there it is.

“Good work,” Kia says, trying to keep the conversation and the plan moving. “We can have this?”

The woman barks a laugh. “I would pour this in their eyes and up their noses if you held them down for me,” she says, with a level of lethality that Kia appreciates. “This seems like the next best thing.”

“Don’t need to tell me twice,” Kia says agreeably, already heading for the nearest cell. “I promise they’re not going to enjoy this.”

“Good,” the woman says with venom, and heads off to presumably do something else violent.

“Get a lamp,” Kia orders Kwami. “Blow it out and then soak some strips of fabric in the oil.” Kwami leaves to hopefully do that. Kia slices a mattress open and wrinkles her nose at the musty-sweaty-straw stink of it. She rips a long, wide piece of fabric off the nearest sheet and lays it out on the floor, then starts heaping handfuls of straw along it.

“I feel like you have this under control,” Kaori says from the door. “I’m gonna go guard the gap?”

“If they get close enough, stab one of them for me!” Kia says, saluting. The more actual weapons at the barricade, the better.

“An even layer?” Nukunya asks, digging their hands into the smelly old straw without a flinch.

“Yeah, we’re gonna roll it up.” How big? Too big and it won’t burn fast enough, but too small and it’ll go up in flames instead of smoke. Masako joins Nukunya in straw-piling, and they finish just as Kwami comes back with a doused lamp and a handful of oily bandages.

“Where do these go?” he asks, clearly trying and failing to keep them from dripping.

“Lay them crosswise. Leave the ends out,” Kia orders, the overabundance of oil giving her another idea. “When you’re done, go get as many lamps as you can find. Only leave the bare minimum lit out there. Dump the oil in a bucket.”

Kwami nods and disappears out the door. Kia opens the packet of pepper and sprinkles it over the straw, then starts rolling the fabric up in a coil like she’s attempting to pressurize a bedroll into solid rock. The straw will create enough air pockets no matter how tightly she rolls it, and she’s going for smoke, not fire. (Please not fire.)

“Tear some strips to tie this up with?” she asks the room at large, and doesn’t pay attention to who obeys. One of them will. It’s fine.

It’s the work of only a few more minutes to get the bomb fully rolled and tied up like a particularly malevolent roast, assuming roasts had straw and oiled fabric sticking out the sides. Kia adds one last extra long truss so she can carry the thing easily.

“We’re going to be relying on you for some pretty tricky air manipulation,” she tells Masako, wetting down the outside of the roll in the bucket of drinking water provided to the prisoners. (This tiny example of compassion from the gang is canceled out by the existence of the latrine bucket, which is horrifyingly unlidded.) “I need to get this lit and smoking preferably before I throw it out there so it’ll work faster,” she continues, tying the carrying strip around a chunk of the bed everyone's repurposing into weapons, “but in order to do that you need to keep the smoke contained.” Kia cannot describe how little she wants to breathe pepper smoke.

“I'll do my best,” Masako says grimly, flexing her hands at her sides in a familiar nervous tic.

“You’ll do great,” Kia reassures her, already thinking through the next stages of their escape. She doesn’t like the idea of circling the building outside with no cover, but if the smoke bomb works they should have some time before their enemies realize what happened.

That whole plan depends on the smoke bomb working, though, so better start there. Nukunya’s cleared some of the defenders away from the barricade so they have room to light it without quite as much worry about poisoning everyone, bless them. Kia and Masako hole up next to the opening, Kaori across from them.

“Ready?”

Masako widens her feet, hands at the ready. Miyuki slides up next to her and takes the same stance. They share a look, then nod in unison.

Here goes something.

Kia touches a lamp flame to the oil-soaked fabric wicks of her smoke bomb. The fire crawls up the soaked fabric to burrow into the packed straw. Kia holds her breath instinctively, tugging up her makeshift breathing mask as the thing starts to smolder. The wooden stick means she can hold it away from herself, but she’s still much closer than she’d like to be to a smoke bomb.

She has Masako and Miyuki, though, and they have the kami. The fire burns, and the smoke builds, brushing up against the edges of nothing. Sometimes Kia thinks she can see Crane’s wings beating it back, but her focus stays on the bomb. The fire slows, sinking languidly into the straw, and she starts waving it back and forth lightly for more airflow.

“When?” Masako asks, voice slightly strained.

“I need it lit in the center so it hits the pepper and is harder to put out.” Kia doesn’t like this, either. It’s been a very long, painful day and her arms do not enjoy holding a heavy rock-hard straw pillow on a string like she’s fishing for the worst catch in the world.

“Okay.” Kia hears Masako take a deep breath. “Miyuki, you hold it?”

Miyuki grunts affirmatively, and Masako whips her hand through a commanding gesture. Out of the corner of Kia’s eye she sees a heat-shimmer ripple dive into the smoke bomb. Kia ridiculously envisions Fox curling up in the middle, like it’s snuggling in for a nap in a nest.

Then a lot of smoke starts coming out of the straw very quickly, and even with the kami Kia’s eyes burn.

“Throw it!” Masako orders through gritted teeth.

“Keep it contained!” Kia shoots back, already starting to spin the whole thing for momentum. “Clear the gap!” She needs to throw it as far as possible without smashing it into the barrier. She breathes shallowly, inching over to the gap, shoulders and back and forearms aching. “On three I throw and you blow?”

“On three,” Masako agrees grimly.

“One... Two... Three!”

Kia launches the smoke bomb through the gap in the barricade while keeping mostly in cover, and hears a crossbow string twang anyway. The ensuing bolt gets caught up in Masako and Miyuki’s indoor windstorm, a very localized gale flinging the bomb and all its built-up smoke into the center of a knot of men Kia glimpses very briefly. She hears startled exclamations followed by coughing, and then Kaori and two other people shove a wooden bed over the gap to seal off the hallway.

“Okay, we’re moving!” Kia orders, waving in the direction of the factory floor. “Get everyone out of their rooms as we go! This is it! We’re getting the fuck out!” There’s a ragged, half-voiced cheer from the small crowd, people streaming down the hall. “Kaori—”

“On it,” Kaori says, wading through to the front of the group to take point. “Come on, keep together,” she says encouragingly. “Only a little more to go.”

“What did you need this oil for?” Kwami asks, joining Kia at the back of the crowd along with Nukunya, Masako, and Miyuki. “I got quite a bit.”

“Wait until we’re around the corner,” Kia says, sparing a glance for the bucket. Oh, it’s about half-full! That’s more than she expected. “I want to make sure we’re not leaving anyone behind.”

Kwami accepts this lack of explanation without complaint. He seems like a good kid! Kia really hopes she gets him out of here safely!

The crowd of escapees slows as it grows, people Kia unlocked earlier clutching their scissors and awls as they finally leave their cells. Kia pokes her head into a few rooms to check for lingerers, but they’re clear. Great.

“Dump the oil across the hallway,” Kia tells Kwami. “Cover as much of the floor as you can.”

“Why?” Kwami asks, already obeying, and then says, “oh! A booby trap?”

“Got it in one.” Kia wishes she had some caltrops with her. Oh, wait. “Nukunya? Did you bring any of my stuff other than the potions?”

Nukunya startles and opens their satchel so she can see inside it. “I thought the potions were the most important, but I think I have a few other things?”

Kia goes for a dig. Okay, those are just whetstones, that’s a bottle of her hair oil, but she sees a lumpy leather bag that just might be—

“Oh, fuck yes,” she whispers, dumping a few wickedly pointed twists of forged metal into her hand. Kia loves a second line of defense.

“Oil’s gone,” Kwami announces, still carrying the empty bucket.

“Then we should be, too,” Kia says, herding everyone after the fleeing crowd. There's one more turn before the straight shot to the factory floor, and said turn makes a perfect place to scatter her caltrops in the shadows. For good measure she blows out the nearest lamps, no metal gleam in the darkness to give away her trap. There’s too much other noise to hear any pursuit, but she has to assume they’re coming.

“Knife!” Kaori hiss-shouts over everyone’s heads. Kia elbows and wiggles her way through the now-stationary crowd to get to the doors. “What’s the plan from here?” Kaori asks in a low voice.

“Everyone outside should be asleep or too drugged to be a problem,” Kia replies, mentally running through her map of the artificial island. “I want you and Masako in the back—they’re gonna chase us and they have range, so we need your polearm and Masako’s kami to keep them off our asses. I wish we had shields.” Kia hates crossbows.

(This is a lie. Kia loves crossbows if she has them.)

“We could make them?” This is from Kwami, who elbowed his way up with Nukunya.

“No time.” Kia turns a knife over in her hand absently. “It’s through this door and then out to the right. We’ll hug the building once we’re out on the boardwalk and get everyone around to the bridges.”

“And when they try to stop us?” Masako asks, shadows painted under her eyes and her shoulders tight.

“We make them regret it,” Kia says grimly. The crossbows are still the biggest issue, which pings a memory. The grim line of her mouth shifts into a horrible grin. “Okay, actually, slightly new plan: Nukunya, Kwami, you lead everyone outside. Masako, Kaori, you keep up the back.” She turns to the rest and raises her voice to ask, “Who can move quickly and doesn’t mind a chore?”

A few hands go up, and she waves them closer. “We’re going to go in there and steal the weapons of everyone I knocked out earlier,” she tells them quickly, acutely aware that every moment they wait could be deadly. To Masako she adds, “When everyone’s out, grow the doors together.” To the hall at large: “Any questions?”

“What about the bridges?” someone in the middle asks.

“We left people on the other side who’ll let them down for us,” Nukunya announces. “We just have to get there.”

There’s a visible ripple of determination that rolls across the throng, shoulders going back and chins going up. Kia’s so fucking proud of everyone here she could choke on it.

“Let’s go,” she orders as Kaori unbars the door. “You lot with me.”

Kia’s little team of thieves peels off the main group, and she points them at the lamp and the upper catwalks. They melt into the shadows in two and threes for safety. Kia starts with the guy she and Masako left at the foot of the stairs. He’s unconscious or dead, she doesn't care which. Kia divests him of several knives and his sword. Someone will want the sword.

There’s another man down just outside the circle of light from the lanterns who has a club. She doesn’t get further than that before the others scramble up to her with arms full of reclaimed weaponry, including—hells yes—two crossbows with matching quivers of bolts.

“Great work, thank you, yes, let’s go,” Kia says all at once, and they scurry through the dark to catch up with the tail end of the escapees. Masako has her hands pressed to the closed doors, sap and fresh green growth perfuming the air around her. She pulls away and swoons lightly into Kaori’s arms, but the doors have grown into the frame. Try getting through that, fuckers.

“Crossbows,” Kia announces, wanting to hold Masako herself but unable to do so while juggling several knives, a sword, and a club. (Not literally juggling, although she could do that if pressed.) “I want one in the back and one in the front. Anyone ever used a crossbow before?”

An older man with an impressive scar over one eye raises his hand. “Been a while,” he admits, accepting a crossbow from Kia’s assistants. “You don’t really forget, though.”

“Where’d you learn?” Kia asks conversationally.

The man grins wickedly, revealing the gleam of a gold tooth and a deadly glitter in his eyes. “Oh, I used to be a pirate.”

One of Kia’s helpers misses a step and has to do a little skip to catch her balance. Kia squints at the former pirate. “And then you got enslaved to an embroidery operation?”

The man shrugs, loading the crossbow with an ease that speaks to long familiarity. “Had to do something when I retired.”

Makes enough sense as anything else, Kia figures. “You want this sword?”

“Oh, please!” He seems delighted. Kia hands the sword over, then holds the crossbow so he can belt it on.

“Anyone comes at us from behind and you shoot them,” she tells him unnecessarily, returning his crossbow. “Or stab them, as appropriate.”

“Aye aye, Cap’n.” He gives her a little salute and drops back to cover Masako and Kaori, the former of whom can walk under her own power but occasionally wavers with exhaustion. Kia fucking feels that; the euphoria from the healing potion is all but gone, and her many, many aches and pains clamor for her attention.

Focus up. Eyes on the prize. Kia trades the rest of her stolen weapons for the other crossbow, entrusting her helpers to distribute them, then shimmies her way to the front of the crowd.

“Anything to report?” she asks when she finds Nukunya. They’re passing the window that she climbed through in her initial escape, and she thinks they’ll find the bridges around the next corner.

“I think we have some attention from the locals,” they say, pointing across the water to the main pilings of Docktown. It's dark and the distant, but there are a lot of lamps lit over there and a lot of people moving between them.

“Do we think that’s going to be good or bad?” Kia asks, loading the crossbow automatically.

“I certainly hope it’s going to be good,” Nukunya says, making a ritual gesture to invoke the good will of the gods. “Any news from you?”

“I have a crossbow now!” Kia holds it up proudly.

“Can I see it?” Kwami asks from her elbow.

“No,” Kia and Nukunya say in unison. To Kia, Nukunya continues, “Very nice. I hope we don’t need to use it.”

Kia sorta hopes they do need to use it, but it would admittedly be safer if they didn’t. Kia holds up her fist, drifting to a stop at the corner of the building. The crowd stutters to a halt with mixed amounts of grace, and she cleans off her largest knife and uses it to peek around the corner.

Nothing. No sound of pursuit, either. Kia doesn’t trust this, but it’s a clear path to the bridges and she wants these people the fuck out of here.

“Let’s go,” she tells the front row of escapees, ignoring her instincts because she doesn’t have a better option. “As quickly as possible, but keep yourselves safe. Don't let anyone get trampled when we’re almost out. Pass the word back.”

They do, her orders whispered from mouth to ear in an urgent journey. Kia slips around the corner with the crossbow up and her attention everywhere at once. The bridges come into view as she gets closer, sturdy wooden things wide enough for a cart, levered upright with pulleys and cables. Nukunya knows what they’re looking for, presumably, so they just need to pull the right lever or whatever and signal the team on the mainland to do the same.

There are an awful lot of cables, actually, more than she’d expect for a bridge, and—oh, fuck—movement! There's a jumble of swaying cables hanging off the edge of the boardwalk, clearly attached to something heavy—a boat? Someone’s moving around the bridge, which becomes much more obvious when someone else comes around the corner of the building carrying a lit torch. What the fuck? Why would he give away their position—

The man by the bridge flings the contents of a bucket on it, and realization slams into Kia with sharp, sickening clarity. She sees herself bring up the crossbow from outside her body, taking aim through the darkness with steady, deadly hands. She fires at the same time he throws the torch, she’s going to hit him but it’ll be too late—

The bolt sinks into the man’s leg. His torch hits the bridge, and the oil-soaked wood bursts into flame. It’s instant and powerful, the heatwave washing against Kia’s face as she watches in horror.

The bridge—their one way out—is on fire.

Fuck.
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THE BLAZING FIRE IN front of her occupies Kia's attention so thoroughly that she doesn’t recognize the second problem until the wind shifts and she smells smoke from a direction she shouldn’t. She turns, really hoping she’s wrong.

She wasn’t wrong. Flames lick the edges of the warehouse, yellow-red light reflected on the water. They’re pinned down between two fires; it's basically the worst place in the world to be.

“What are they doing?” Nukunya grabs her elbow like she might be yanked away at any moment, which only slightly impedes her ability to reload and fire at the men in the boat.

“Getting rid of the evidence,” Kia says over the twang-thump of the bowstring. 

Nukunya’s breath catches. “And we’re the evidence.”

Kia nods grimly, loading and firing the crossbow mechanically as she advances. They need that boat, and she will personally kill every person in it if it gives her a way to get her people out. Apparently the men she’s fighting realize this as well, because one of them kicks a lever and leaps into the boat before the ropes go loose. It drops out of view with a splash. Kia swears in every language she can, running for the bridge. Forget the boat! Unless there’s another boat? 

A cursory search does not turn up a boat, but it does let her shoot a few more men. No boat. That means the bridge is still their best bet, they just need to put out the massive fucking fire.

“Masako!” she yells, pitching her voice to be heard above the increasingly panicked crowd. “Masako, the fire! Can you—”

“I’m trying,” Masako shouts, bursting out of the throng with tears in her eyes. “There’s too much of it! Fox can’t—I could make it worse but I can’t make it better.”

Kia wracks her brain. “Freeze the air around it. Fire needs air. If you can smother it—”

“Yes!” Masako picks up on Kia’s idea immediately, and Miyuki stumbles up next to her. “Both of us,” Masako says, taking Miyuki’s hand, and they focus their power on the fire. It dims, the flames less powerful, and that’ll help for what’s next.

“We’re doing a bucket brigade,” Kia tells Nukunya and the nearest escapees, handing out buckets from a nearby stack next to some full water barrels, thank Nanezzi. “We have to get that fucking bridge put out or we’re all swimming for it, and we should prep to swim for it regardless.” She fills a bucket from a barrel mostly because she feels better if her hands are moving. “You” —Kia picks a woman who looks somewhat less terrified— “go through the crowd and spread the word. Figure out who can swim and who can’t and pair them up so they’ll have some support if we have to jump. The rest of you make a line.”

Kia learned long ago that scared people want to be told what to do, so the bucket brigade forms up quickly. Nukunya finds and triggers the mechanism to lower the bridge so at least they’re not trying to throw water vertically to reach the flames. Masako and Miyuki keep the fire as banked as they possibly can, and the people on the other side of the bridge will hopefully form their own bucket brigade. The first buckets splash onto the flames, hissing and kicking up steam. Kia thinks (prays) maybe they’ll actually pull this off—

A crossbow bolt whizzes past Kia’s ear out of the darkness. She ducks reflexively, but it wasn't aiming for her—

Miyuki screams in pain. Masako makes a startled sound, then a longer, anguished one. Kia whips around to find Miyuki crumpled to the ground, hands clamped around the crossbow bolt embedded in her leg. Masako dives for her sister, face creased like she feels the agony herself, and the thrum of her power shatters. The partially-suppressed fire explodes back to life, and the people nearest the flames dive away with cries of pain. Kia doesn't have enough healing salve with her to deal with heavy burns, which is obviously the least her problems but it’s the one her brain decides to focus on.

“The boat.” Kia scrambles toward Kaori at the front of the firefighting efforts. “The boat! Kaori! Where’s your boat?”

“On the other side of the other fire!” Kaori shouts back. “I ripped up some of the boards to make a firebreak before I came up here but it’s not going to hold for long.” She grits her teeth, wild-eyed with worry. “We’re gonna have to swim for it.”

“Miyuki can’t swim like this,” Kia tosses over her shoulder, changing course for Masako. Nukunya skids in next to her, scrambling the potions out of their satchel with shaking hands. Smart, but there’s not much they can do with them while the bolt is in Miyuki’s leg, and Kia’s not taking the bolt out of Miyuki’s leg without an actual healer.

“No, no, no, no,” Masako whimpers into Miyuki’s hair, switching between Taiyou-go and the pidgin, her sister’s sobbing face tucked tightly into her shoulder. “No, no, please, no.”

“Masako!” Kia snaps. She needs focus, not panic. “Masako, the fire!” Masako’s blankly horrified expression sharpens slightly, her tear-filled eyes flicking to Kia’s. “We can’t put out the fire without you. I’ll do my best for Miyuki, but we need you to do this.”

“They hurt my sister,” Masako says, her voice a ruin.

“They did,” Kia agrees, finding a painkilling tonic by memory and starting the challenging process of getting a wailing Miyuki to drink it. “They hurt Miyuki, and they hurt a lot of other people, and if we’re going to have a single chance at any kind of justice, we need to put out the fire on the bridge.” Or find a lot of boats really, really quickly. “Please, Masako.”

Masako’s gaze goes past Kia to the fire, and then to where the crossbow bolt came from their unseen enemies. “They hurt my sister,” she repeats, each word a hammer striking steel. She carefully transfers Miyuki to Nukunya’s arms before clambering to her feet. Masako rolls her shoulders back, flexes her fingers, and takes a slow step toward the edge of the boardwalk.

By now Kia's very familiar with the swell and press of Masako’s power, the way it tingles on her skin like a breeze without air. It’s almost like a hug. Kia likes the way it feels.

This time it feels like a thunderstorm about to break, an oppressive weight pinning Kia to the dock. She struggles to breathe, her ears ringing and her sinuses suddenly heavy with a pressure headache. Masako stands silhouetted against the fire, hands outstretched and her robes rippling in a nonexistent wind. There’s a long, awful moment of banked power and anticipation that couldn’t be more than three seconds but feels more like three years.

Masako screams: no words, just emotion. The power holding Kia hostage bursts like a breaking dam, rushing out into the river’s darkness. Kia doesn’t understand—the fire is just as strong as ever, the crackle of it drowning out the babble of the river below. What happened?

Wait. The rushing sound she thought was just in her head isn't imaginary, but is in fact the sound of powerful water getting a lot closer. There’s screaming. Did a dam just break? There aren’t any dams on the Whitefish River anywhere near Southport! Flooding upstream, then?

A fucking dragon swoops in out of the darkness, sending Kia scrambling uselessly for a knife—no, not a dragon, a snake—but what kind of snake is that big, and that shiny, and ripples like that?

Water, Kia thinks fuzzily as her mind catches up with her eyes. It’s made of water. Masako has summoned an enormous sea serpent, not from the river but of the river, seafoam fins flared out around its watery face and decorating the curves of its back. It rolls closer, reflecting the light of the fire, and it’s quite possibly the most magical thing Kia’s ever seen in her whole life.

“Shimatta,” Kaori swears reverently. She drops to her knees and bows all the way forward.

“It’s a kami,” Nukunya whispers, rocking Miyuki soothingly.

“She woke up the river,” Kia tells the air, frozen in awe. Masako really fucking did it. She woke up the Whitefish River kami.

The kami regards them with eyes that glow like tropical waters at night, its entirely inhuman face bright with a strange intelligence. Masako reaches out a trembling hand, and it deigns to nose at her fingertips. It pulls away, leaving Masako's hand dripping wet, and gives her a considering look before abruptly disappearing back into the river. Disappointment drops into Kia’s stomach like a rock. Was it not enough? How was that not enough?!

The waterfall rush fills her ears again, along with more screams, both approaching from the same direction at speed. A huge splash and an even huger splintering thump has water and steam fogging the air so thick Kia can’t even see Miyuki. She inhales in surprise and choke-coughs on a mix of fog and smoke and sheer startlement. (Her back reminds her that she’s in agony, which she ignores.)

When her coughing fit ends the steam has dissipated enough to see again, maybe, except it's so dark. Oh, right, it's dark because there’s a glaring absence of a giant fucking fire. Where the fire used to be now sits a lot of charred, wet, lightly smoking wood. On top of the wood sits the remains of a busted boat and about a dozen unconscious or incapacitated men. Ah. The kami solved both of their problems by throwing the boat at the fire. Great job! Kia approves of the efficiency.

Kia might be getting a little delirious from exhaustion and stress.

The water serpent rises into view over the edge of the boardwalk, glowing alien eyes focused on Masako. Masako folds her hands in prayer and bows low, then drops all the way to her knees, pressing her forehead to the wet boards. She murmurs something in Taiyou-go that Kia doesn’t catch, and the kami pours forward to delicately touch its wet nose to her hair. They hold like that, a sacred moment shared, and the kami melts away into the river like it never existed.

The quiet aftermath rings in Kia’s ears like a gong. It takes her three tries to unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “Masako?”

Masako pushes up to hands and knees and shuffles to look over her shoulder. She smiles, bright and exhausted, her voice giddy with joy when she says, “I’m going to have to come back with so many offerings.”

She then promptly passes out into Kaori’s waiting arms, which is a surprise to none of them. Kia looks at her unconscious form longingly—when does she get to pass out?—and takes a deep, humid breath.

“So,” she says to Nukunya conversationally. “You wanna get the fuck out of here?”

“Like I have never wanted anything in my life,” they respond fervently.

“Great.” Kia takes another deep breath. “I’ll get up any second now.” She just has to remember how to control her own legs. It should be easy! She controls her own legs every day! She’ll remember out how to do it again soon, for sure.

***
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KIA WAKES TO A GENTLE touch on her arm, a crick in her neck and her head pillowed on a familiar-smelling shoulder. What the fuck? she thinks first, and then, Wait, I actually got to pass out this time? Getting to pass out is not much better than staying awake and taking care of shit, turns out, because she’s gone cold from not moving and every part of her hurts. Admittedly, every part of her would hurt if she’d stayed awake, but she wouldn’t be stiff, too.

“Knife,” Nukunya repeats, and that's definitely the second time they’ve said it. “We have reinforcements.”

“Mmm?” Kia pushes herself upright (ow) and rubs her forearm across her eyes (ow). She couldn’t have been out for more than ten minutes, as there’s still steam lightly rising from the charred bridge, but there are a lot of people around in uniforms, a handful more in familiar rags, and a line of tied-up men against the wall of the warehouse. “Who are our reinforcements?” Wait. “Where’s Miyuki?” Kia cranes her neck around (ow) and tries to shove up to her knees (ow).

“Miyuki is fine,” Nukunya tells her loudly, grip tightening before she can strain something else in her hurry to stand. “Behind me, over my right shoulder.”

Kia looks where she’s told and finds Miyuki propped against the warehouse on a clean sheet of muslin next to Masako, both of them gray around the edges but awake. Masako looks exhausted, while the crossbow bolt has been removed from Miyuki’s leg and in its place is an expertly wrapped bandage. Kia spots her potion kit unrolled centrally, and a pale-robed medic smearing her healing salve over a cut on another escapee’s forearm.

“Great.” Kia thinks about falling asleep on Nukunya’s shoulder again but valiantly chooses consciousness. “So where exactly did those people come from?”

Nukunya bites their lower lip. “I may have called in some favors before we came to get you,” they say delicately, right before a round man in scholar’s robes pops out from behind two larger uniformed people and sighs in relief.

“Nukunya!” the man scolds, half-jogging over and looking like he wants to drop to his knees but doesn’t want to get his robes dirty. “You could have given me a little more warning about what we were walking into!”

“I gave you as much information as I had at the time.” Nukunya reaches to clasp the man's forearm. “Who all were you able to bring?”

“Half the auditing team in our branch, three of the building inspectors, and the secretaries for Magistrate Galen and Magistrate Melissa.” The man frowns down at his fingers like he’s forgetting something. “Oh, and Callisto.”

Nukunya frowns. “Callisto’s a cook.”

“That’s what I told her,” the man says with deep exasperation. “And she told me that if there was an emergency, a bowl of soup would do everyone a world of good.”

“And I was right,” a wizened old woman says from behind his shoulder. The round man jumps a full foot in the air, while the woman sets down a steaming cauldron that smells divine. She ladles something into a wooden cup and hands it to Kia. “It’s rice porridge cooked in beef bone broth, dearie,” presumably-Callisto says, handing a cup of the same to Nukunya. “Drink up. You’ll feel better.”

Kia sips as Callisto and her cauldron disappear down the dock. The soup is salty and perfectly seasoned; she guzzles it down without stopping and suddenly finds herself with energy again. Soup! Truly magical.

“There's soup going, but what about introductions?” she asks, brain finally catching up with the conversation.

“Ah.” Nukunya turns to the soupless man. “Auditor Caleb, this is the Knife. She was sent here by the Warrior's Guild to investigate the kidnappings.” To Kia they continue, “This is Auditor Caleb, my direct coworker and trustworthy contact inside the magistrate's offices.”

Kia nods. Good enough. “Did you bring the medics?” she asks Caleb, easing herself upright (ow) with Nukunya’s help.

“Those are from the brothels,” a familiar voice says from Kia’s free side. Rashida tucks a steadying hand under Kia’s elbow and whisks away her empty cup. “When Nukunya came roaring back to us, soaking wet and pissed as hell, Sophia figured it would help to send over every healer she could find.”

“She was right.” Kia rolls her shoulders experimentally and grits her teeth. Ow. “Callisto was right about the soup, too,” she tells Caleb, and ignores his spluttering to ask, “what happened while I was out?”

“City guard came over first—” Nukunya starts.

“Showing off,” Rashida mutters darkly. “We were already here, they didn’t show up for hours.”

“—and got all of that lot tied up,” Nukunya continues, waving at the row of wet and injured kidnappers. “The medics came over and started triaging everyone, so we got Miyuki seen to, and then I assumed you’d want to be involved, so I woke you up.”

“Great.” Kia squares on Caleb. “So now who the fuck do I talk to about how your magistrates ignored this shit for months, and how do I ensure there are actual legal consequences for everyone involved?”

“Ah, well,” Caleb stammers, very pale in the flickering light from the lamps. “That’s a—that’s a good question, I supposed we’ll want to—”

“Just what is going on here?” a woman’s authoritative voice rings out. Conversations and interrogations cut off as everyone looks at the speaker, a mature woman with medium-brown skin and tightly braided black hair. “Why was I dragged out of my bed in the middle of the night with no explanation?” Her eyes catch on Caleb, and she stalks toward him like a predator. “I was told you sent the message, so this had better be good, Auditor Caleb.”

“Magistrate Melissa,” Caleb says, somewhere between a greeting and a plea for mercy. “Ma’am, there’s apparently been—these people were—”

“Are you aware that a gang has been running a slavery ring in your city for at least the last year, staffed entirely by kidnapped citizens that they snatched off the street?” Kia asks, squaring off with the displeased magistrate and wishing, not for the first time in her life, that other people weren’t so fucking tall. “Are you aware that your fellow magistrates have done nothing to investigate these kidnappings, in spite of efforts by the families of the kidnapped to bring it to their attention?”

Magistrate Melissa blinks and takes an instinctive step back to give Kia a once-over. “Who are you to bring these accusations?” she asks, voice lower and her eyes lingering on Kia’s bandaged arm.

Kia fishes in her leathers and flashes her medallion. “Warrior’s Guild, out of Knightsrest. They call me the Knife.”

Sharp eyes jump from the medallion back to Kia’s face. “The Guild sent you here?”

Kia shows her teeth. It’s not a smile. “After receiving a bundle of letters from your people begging us for help they didn't get from their officials.”

Melissa’s nostrils flare, and she scans the assembled crowd with new eyes. “All of these people were kidnapped?”

“And enslaved.” Kia will absolutely not allow anyone to forget that part.

Melissa nods, the gears turning visibly. “And the kidnappings were reported?”

“Yes,” Nukunya snaps, drawing Melissa’s attention. “Yes, Magistrate, when my brother went missing I reported it through all the regular channels, and then I reported it through every other channel I could find besides. No one looked into it who had any power to do anything, so I started looking for Kwami myself, where I met the Knife. We’ve been investigating together, along with Masako, whose sister was also kidnapped, because no one else would.” They vibrate with anger, and Kia squeezes their forearm. Punching the Magistrate in the face won't help, though it would be funny.

Magistrate Melissa gives Nukunya a considering look. “While I believe you to be sincere, why is this the first I’m hearing of it?”

Nukunya rolls their eyes so hard Kia sees the whites all the way around. “Because the people who should have reported it to you were likely being bribed?” they say with withering sarcasm. “I imagine we’ll find records in their headquarters.”

Kia blinks. “Oh, yeah, there are probably more in there,” she agrees, digging for the notebook she shoved into the secret pocket on her thigh earlier, “but this seems like a good place to start.” She hands it to Nukunya, who reads the first page, and makes a strangled sound of indignation.

“You had this the whole time?” they demand, shaking it at her.

“In my defense, a lot has happened between when they locked me in a closet and now,” Kia points out reasonably.

Nukunya inhales sharply and visibly gathers the scraps of their composure. “The Knife has just provided us with a ledger of bribes paid to Southport city officials in the last month,” they say to the Magistrate with icy calm. “I believe that will answer some of your questions.”

Melissa’s eyes flash. “I find myself very interested in the contents of that notebook,” she says with matching icy calm. “I may need to reorganize my office based on what we find.” She reaches out a hand and Nukunya evades her grasp, eyes narrow.

“If I look at this in more detail, Magistrate Melissa, am I going to find your name listed here?” Icicles are going to spontaneously form in the air between Nukunya and Melissa solely from the power of their eye contact.

Melissa doesn’t look insulted at the question. She raises her eyebrows and inclines her head, conceding the point. “I swear on my honor you will not, Auditor Nukunya, but I understand your concerns. How can I gain your trust?”

“And can it be gained in the next fifteen minutes?” Kia asks, swaying on her feet. Where’s the soup lady? She wants the soup lady back, specifically for the soup. “We’re all dead on our fucking feet out here and I want these people to finally go home, but I'm here to do a job and I’m sure as shit not letting this get swept under the rug.”

“I’m not sure if there’s a rug big enough,” Magistrate Melissa says wryly, gaze passing over the crowd of escapees, restrained kidnappers, guards, watchful beggars, and brothel healers. “How many other people did you drag out here?” she asks Caleb, who startles at being directly addressed.

“Ah... Quite a few, Magistrate,” he says with an awkward bow. “All the other auditors went inside already.”

“Are any of them on the take?” Kia asks, tapping the notebook. Nukunya and Caleb share significant eye contact and then simultaneously turn to huddle over the notebook in the light of the nearest lamp. Kia turns to the Magistrate, leaving them to it. “How are all these people getting home?” She waves a hand at the warehouse at large. “Some of them live across the city, and it’s at least an hour’s walk through Docktown just to get back to the mainland.”

“That’s an excellent question,” Magistrate Melissa says, slowly turning in place like she’s looking for someone. She spots a tall man in a guard’s uniform and strides at him like she's going to push him into the river. Unfortunately for Kia’s gremlin side no pushing occurs, only a hasty conversation. The man in the uniform bows his head, salutes, and marches off in the other direction, yelling indistinct orders.

“We’re going to collect some boats,” Melissa says when she rejoins Kia. “And once everyone’s on shore we’ll appropriate as many public carriages as we can get our hands on.”

Kia suppresses the urge to make a face. Sounds like a nauseating journey for her, but she can't be picky. Better than trying to walk. “All of them should be interviewed about their experiences as soon as possible.”

Magistrate Melissa arches a thick brow. “Yes, and while I have a team doing that I will also gather up every magistrate in the city who wasn’t being bribed to look the other way and we'll drag the perpetrators in front of a disciplinary court,” she says, exasperated and amused. “With the utmost respect: I do know how to do my job, Madame Knife.”

“With the utmost respect, Magistrate Melissa, I think you can understand why my experiences in your city thus far make me want to verify that fact,” Kia says, arching an eyebrow right back at her.

Melissa inhales to reply, but Nukunya breaks in with, “No one here is listed in this notebook,” before any other eyebrows can get involved. “Obviously this is only one notebook of what I assume are many, but I think we can trust the people currently present long enough to get some sleep and have the Knife’s arm treated by a proper healer.”

Kia’s dutiful heart says she should stay at the warehouse until every single person has been safely delivered home. It says she should escort them all home personally. It says that she’s not done until she’s seen the whole thing wrapped up, and preferably completed all the work herself.

The rest of her body says fuck that, and Kia agrees. “We’re going to take this back with us tonight so it can’t get suspiciously lost,” she announces, pushing the notebook toward Nukunya’s chest. “Auditor Caleb can make a copy of it tomorrow, and share with us anything else interesting your team finds here tonight.”

The Magistrate nods, eyebrows back in their normal places. “Where should we find you?”

“We’ve been holed up at the Come On Inn,” Kia says, already dreaming of the slightly shitty bed waiting for them there. The Magistrate’s eyebrows go on another journey, and Kia waves off the unasked question. “It’s a long story that I can tell you tomorrow, if you’re still interested.”

“Understood and agreed.” Melissa gives her a speculative once-over and turns on a heel. “Where are the boats?!” she barks at the guards. “We need to get these people out of here!”

“I’m really not that picky,” Kia says, listing against Nukunya's shoulder. “If someone wants to carry me to the nearest flophouse I’ll sleep there.”

Nukunya makes an offended sound. “I’m not letting you sleep in a flophouse.”

Kia wants to argue that it’s fine, a flophouse is better than the tempting, tempting ground, but then Kaori appears with her polearm in one hand and Kwami hovering by her side. “I heard someone needed a boat?”

Kia flops into her chest, too tired to pretend she’s still capable of being upright and coherent. “Go get Masako and Miyuki and take us home in your boat, Kaori,” she says, muffled in her robes. “I need bed.”

Kaori pats her and gently transfers her to Nukunya’s supportive embrace. “We all need bed,” she agrees, and heads off to presumably ready a boat. Thank every god and some of the spirits, they’re getting out of here.
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KIA DOES NOT GET SEASICK on the trip back to shore, but it’s because she falls asleep as soon as she sits down. This trend continues on land in the open-topped wagon Kaori borrows from... someone she used to fuck? Kia’s not sure because she immediately falls asleep propped between a yawning Nukunya and a dozing Masako. She doesn’t even realize they have an extra person with them until they enter the brothel through the back and Sophia bursts around the corner, screams, “Elara!” and hugs someone Kia only very vaguely understood existed.

There are tears. Probably of joy. Kia stares at the wall and thinks they should save any more tearful reunions for the morning.

“Knife!” Sophia cries, wrapping Kia up in a tearful hug. “You did it! You brought her back! You—” She pulls away, face creasing. “Smell terrible. Wait, is this blood?”

“Only some of it’s mine,” Kia says reassuringly.

Sophia wipes her eyes, suddenly businesslike. “All right, nope, all of you to the baths,” she orders, shooing them down the hall. “Baths and then bed.”

“You are speaking my language,” Kia slurs, and goes where she’s told.

“You’re gonna drown in there if you’re not careful,” Nukunya says quietly. Kia shrugs. They’re probably right, but it seems like a problem for Future Her.

Future Her doesn’t drown, because Sophia brings friends and Kia finds herself stripped naked on a bench without lifting a finger. She gets buckets of hot water dumped on her, a scrubdown straight out of the fancy public baths that normally cost extra, and (at Nukunya’s direction, she thinks) her arm re-dressed and more muscle liniment brutally massaged into her back. Someone brings a tray of creamy soup with soft bread rolls, and she crams both down her throat in between getting bruise salve gently smeared on most of her body and then bundled upstairs to the bedroom.

“Miyuki? Kwami?” she asks vaguely as she’s herded toward the bed.

“A couple of the workers are doubling up tonight,” Nukunya reassures her, bringing her a basin so she can clean her teeth. “They’re next door and the second door down.”

“Good,” Kia says probably a full minute later when her brain catches up. “We’ll do the rest tomorrow?”

“Yes,” Masako says from the bed, which is the first word she’s said since the warehouse. “We’ll do the rest tomorrow. Come sleep, you horrible woman.”

“Yeah, I love you, too,” Kia mumbles fondly, not sure how she got between the covers. She feels vaguely like she’s missing something. Was there something else she meant to say? Maybe someone else she meant to say something to? 

“Oh!” she remembers aloud. “Nukunya? I love you.” She pats their shoulder clumsily. Bed is so good.

Nukunya pauses in the process of blowing out the lamp. “You have truly terrible timing.”

“That’s what I keep saying,” Masako complains, flopping a hand over Kia to bat at Nukunya. “I love you because you agree with me so much.”

“How are there two of you,” Nukunya whispers to the night. The room goes dark and they wiggle closer, pressed against Kia’s side in a wonderful warm line. “Why are you making me tell you I love you both when we’re about to pass out?”

Kia shrugs. “Didn’t wanna not say it,” she says honestly, and remembers nothing else afterward.
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Chapter 26
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KIA SWIMS AWAKE WELL after the sun is up, the room bright behind her eyelids. She wants nothing to do with wakefulness, and she rolls over to—

“Ow,” Kia hisses as her entire body reminds her about yesterday. Shitting fucking hell! Is there any part of her that doesn’t hurt? She stays contorted between Nukunya’s sprawling limbs and Masako’s clinging hug and checks in with herself. After a moment of careful, experimental wiggling, Kia concludes that the only part of her that doesn’t hurt is her ears. Maybe her eyelids.

“Stop wiggling,” Masako mumbles, her mouth pressed to Kia’s shoulder. “‘S sleep time.”

Kia wiggles a little more and regrets it. “Let go of my arm so I can roll over.” She’s not going to get less sore while stuck in the kind of pose that you see carved on the wall of an ancient civilization that didn't prioritize drawing the further-away buildings smaller so they actually looked further away. (There’s a term for that she’s heard Lucían use but she had a very long night and she can’t remember it right now.)

“Are we being awake now?” Nukunya asks in a sleep-rough voice, shifting around to graciously allow her space on their half of the bed.

“We don’t have to.” Kia doesn’t want to be awake. Why is she awake? Her body reminds her, and she scowls. “Well, I have to be awake because I need to piss.”

“Rude.” Nukunya kisses her temple and shuffles toward the edge of the bed.

“Rude of me for saying I have to piss, or rude of my body for having to piss?” Kia asks, finally extricating her arm from Masako’s unhelpful clinging and ignoring the grumpy sound she makes about it.

“Rude of your body,” Nukunya clarifies. They pause, wonderfully shirtless in the golden morning light, and add, “Rude of my body as well, I suppose.”

“Mornings,” Kia complains with feeling, and staggers (ow) out of bed.

By the time they get back from the privy, Kia has remembered the seven thousand things on her to-do list, and has unfortunately concluded that she has to stay awake. She does get back into bed for a bit, specifically so she can lay face-down while Nukunya tries to pummel out the sawmill’s worth of knots that her wrenched back turned into overnight.

“At some point I’d like to have my back rubbed,” they mutter while driving muscle liniment into her skin. “I feel like I’ve earned a back rub.”

“You have,” Kia agrees, half-floating on the exquisite pain and relief. “But you’re the least injured after last night, so you have to wait until we recover.”

“Technically I’m not injured,” Masako points out from the other side of the bed.

“No, you’re just so drained of power you’ll fall asleep sitting up if you’re not careful.” Kia pats her ankle through the blankets. “That’s still recovering.”

“I guess,” Masako grumbles, but she also dozes off again almost immediately, because Kia’s right and everyone should respect that.

“Should we talk about what we said last otieno?” Nukunya asks in Dhoo Jonam after a few quiet minutes broken only by Kia’s hitched breaths and occasional grunts of pleasure-pain. They ask this while working on a particularly twisted up bit of muscle along her spine, so it takes her a second to recognize the question.

“I said a lot of things last otieno?” Kia asks the blankets. “And then I kept passing out in between.”

Nukunya huffs. “In here, right before we all fell asleep.”

Kia’s memories from that time are fuzzy and indistinct, but she goes hunting through them anyway. Sophia was there? And there was a bath, and then Kia was worried about where the kids were gonna sleep, and then...

“Oh, that I love you?” That was a pretty big thing to drop, wasn’t it?

Nukunya’s hands stutter against her back. “Ayie. That.”

Kia gives her best attempt at a shrug, wondering if Nukunya can feel her heart pounding. “Is there much to talk about? It’s true. You said it back.”

“I did.” Nukunya switches from the brutal thumb-based assault to deep sweeps of their palms up and down her back. “I meant it.”

Kia melts into a puddle of warm goo. (Emotionally. Her back is much improved but unfortunately still too knotted up to be accurately described as “goo.”) “Well, ber,” she says, full of too many feelings this fine morning. “I’m glad.” She should probably say more, but her words have turned into squirmy-happy feelings in her chest.

Nukunya hums, petting her like a cat. She gets to bask for another few breaths before Nukunya asks in a low voice, “Are you still leaving?”

Bask ruined, Kia glares at the blankets. She knows she’s gone tense because her back twinges, and she knows Nukunya feels it because they press harder in what feels like an apology. It’s a fair question to ask. Just because asking it killed all the squirmy-happy feelings and left them to rot in the pit of her stomach doesn’t mean it wasn’t a fair question.

“It’ll be at least three weeks before I can send in my final report to the Guild,” she says, which isn’t an answer but isn’t not an answer.

“Koro?” Nukunya asks, like a horse with the bit between their teeth.

“Koro I’ll have to wait for their official response.” Call Kia an acrobat the way she’s dodging these questions.

“What do you want their official response to be?” Nukunya asks implacably, thumbs still smoothing up and down her spine. “You like Southport, don’t you?”

“Ayie,” Kia confirms, thinking longingly of the markets full of aunties, the humid air, the food, as though those are the only things that appeal. “It’s a ber city.” She hisses as Nukunya hits a particularly tender bit, then adds, “When people in it aren’t trying to kill me.”

“That does put a damper on things.” Nukunya’s hands press warm to her skin in silence for a moment. “Do you like it enough to stay?”

Do you like me enough to stay? Kia hears under the question, and it makes her heart hurt.

“It’s not that simple,” she says helplessly.

“It could be,” Nukunya insists. Kia rolls half onto her side so she can eye them balefully over her shoulder.

“So if I asked you to pack up, leave your job that you love and all your close friends behind—your life behind—to come with me back to Knightsrest, that wouldn’t be a hard decision for you?”

Nukunya opens their mouth, hesitates, and closes it to exhale sharply through their nose. “I take your point,” they say, gently guiding her onto her front so they can return to the massage. “That was unfair of me.”

Kia grumbles wordlessly under her breath. It was. “It’s not that I want to leave Southport,” she says quietly. “I just don’t know that I want to leave the rest of it.” She can’t help a sigh, one large enough to make her back twinge. “Can the rest of this conversation wait a bit?” Maybe for when her to-do list doesn’t include “make sure half the magistrates in the city get removed from office” and “interview fifty-odd kidnappees about their experiences.” She hasn’t even had breakfast yet!

Nukunya exhales, strokes her back once more, and pats her on the shoulder. “Ayie, it can wait,” they agree only a little reluctantly. “I’ll go get us something to eat. It’s going to be a long day.”

“Don’t I know it,” Kia grumbles, pushing herself to a kneel and only wincing once or twice instead of constantly. She catches Nukunya by the arm and pulls them closer, dropping light kisses on their eyebrow, cheek, and the corner of their mouth. “Hey. I don’t know—the future is what it is, or what it will be, or whatever, but I do love you. That part’s real.”

Nukunya’s solemn face cracks into a fondly bewildered smile during her very eloquent confession, and they kiss the corner of her mouth in return. “I know it’s real,” they tell her, low and honest. There’s nothing for Kia to do but kiss them properly with tongue until her stomach rumbles audibly enough to interrupt. “Get dressed,” Nukunya orders gently, finally wriggling free from the bed.

“Maybe I want to show everyone my tits,” Kia grumbles, limping toward the wardrobe. “They should thank me for it. It’s an honor to see these tits.”

“Which is exactly why you should save that honor for those who truly deserve it, like me and Masako,” Nukunya says smoothly right before the door clicks shut, effectively cutting off any response from Kia and giving them the last word. That sneaky motherfucker! They better watch out; Kia’s going to grab the next opportunity to get one over on them. They’re locked in a sass battle to the death, and Kia doesn’t lose.

(She won't think about the impossibility of being locked in a sass battle with someone when you live weeks apart by boat. It’s not worth planning beyond the end of her job in Southport right now. She's not addressing how she feels like she might barf when her brain glances off the idea of leaving. Clearly that’s just... remembered seasickness, not anything else.)

(Kia’s normally much better at lying to herself than this.)

***
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KIA EATS TWO PEOPLE’S worth of breakfast and drinks an entire pot of tea. The brothel healer checks her arm, declares it to be healing up unnaturally well (thanks, Lucían!) and leaves Kia with a fresh bandage and a stern admonition not to strain it for at least a week. Since Kia’s fairly sure most of her Southport stabbings are behind her, this is an easy promise to make.

Auditor Caleb and Magistrate Melissa show up around eleven, having correctly deduced that they wouldn’t find anyone awake and useful before then, and Kaori helpfully appropriates one of the private parlors as a meeting room. It looks like it’s normally used for card games, but it has a big table and plenty of chairs, so it’ll work for their purposes. Kia doesn’t normally have meetings about paperwork in rooms with this much velvet, but she’s not complaining.

(It also, importantly, has room for Kwami and Miyuki to attend, even if they're not taking part. They only slept in separate rooms because they couldn't fit five people into one. Kia figures that maybe after a week Nukunya will be willing to let Kwami out of their sight for longer than a trip to the privy.)

“So how did you come to be staying here?” Magistrate Melissa asks, politely curious.

“Well, after the gang tailed Masako back to her shrine to try to kidnap her, she ran to me, which meant they broke through my window and tried to kill me—”

“I didn’t mean to lead them to her,” Masako cuts in from the couch, horizontal from exhaustion but determined to attend.

“Masako would never do that on purpose,” Miyuki says loyally from another couch with her bandaged leg propped up on some pillows. Thankfully the crossbow bolt missed any arteries, but even with Lucían’s healing potions and salves she’s banned from trying to walk on it for at least two weeks.

“—so we managed to give them the slip by jumping off the roof and then climbing down into the wastewater drain—”

“You jumped off the roof?” Kwami asks, visibly impressed.

“—and by the time we got out of there I figured that Sophia’d be able to hook us up with a place to stay, since we were already looking for her friend. Kaori snuck us in through the old raid tunnels. We’ve been in a back room ever since.” Kia smiles brightly and rests her elbows on the table, making sure her bandage is visible. “How was your night? Anyone try to kill you? Repeatedly?”

Melissa’s mouth flattens, but more like she’s suppressing a laugh than like she’s displeased by Kia’s bluntness. “There were no attempts made on my life,” she says agreeably, gesturing to Caleb, who scrambles in his satchel. “We were up quite late and found a lot of extremely pertinent information, which we wanted to share with you in the interest of transparency.” Ah, there’s the angry mouth Kia was expecting. “It seems there’s been quite a lack of that among my fellow Magistrates of late.”

“No time to fix it like the present,” Nukunya chirps viciously. Kia reflects that if she stays long in Southport she’ll probably get to see Nukunya testify in court. That sounds like possibly the sexiest thing Nukunya could do other than actual sex, and she mentally moves out her departure date a few weeks, which is the only amount of thinking about her departure she can manage before she gets depressed.

They split up after the meeting, Kia and Nukunya with Magistrate Melissa heading back to the warehouse while Kaori takes Masako down to the river’s edge. “I have to make offerings to thank the river kami,” Masako explains as Kaori helpfully lifts her into a carriage. “And after yesterday I have to cleanse myself before I can make the offerings, which is best done in the river.”

“It can’t wait?” Nukunya asks, not so much arguing as just obviously worried.

“It can’t,” Masako confirms.

“It really can’t,” Kaori agrees, heading around to the driver’s side.

“Well, don’t pass out and drown,” Kia says, reaching up to give Masako’s hand a squeeze.

“I won’t let her,” Kaori says helpfully. “No one’s drowning on my watch.”

Thus reassured, they wave off the carriage and Kia girds her loins for a long day of evidence gathering. Once a bunch of crimes have been swept out from under the rug, there’s so much that needs to happen to make sure they stay unswept. Since Kia had come here planning to do all of the sweeping herself, it’s a delight to realize there’s a whole team hard at work. They climb out of a boat at the warehouse (sailing remains the fastest way to get there, unfortunately) in the early afternoon, and find the entire building under guard while a team of auditors compile the financial data into something actionable.

“What are you planning to do with the contraband?” Kia asks Magistrate Melissa, hand running over an exquisitely embroidered altar cloth. The fires were all outside the warehouse, thankfully, so the smoke damage inside is minimal.

“It’ll all be collected and cataloged as part of the investigation,” Melissa says, eyeing the same altar cloth. “Once that’s over we plan to return everyone’s work to them if we can, so they can decide what to do with it.” She examines the beginnings of a blackwork pattern laid out on a bodice. “They’re the ones that made these. They should be able earn some money on it, at the very least.”

“And the profits of this venture?” Kia has some strong opinions about what should happen there, and she’s hoping the Magistrate shares them. (She would hate to disappoint the healers by stabbing someone today.)

“Well, we’ll be taking a cut for all the horrendous tax evasion, of course,” Melissa starts—which doesn’t bode well for her un-stabbed future—but she continues, “I think Caleb’s proposal was we work out how long everyone’s been here, and then split the money equitably based on that.” She rubs her temples, looking much older for a breath. “You can’t put a price tag on kidnapping and slavery, but the people who’ve been here longer are going to have a harder time settling back into their old lives. It’s... it’s important to acknowledge that, and give them some extra support, even if it’s just money.”

“Money’s useful,” Kia agrees, pleased with the answer she’s received. “So’s seeing justice served.”

“It’s why I became a Magistrate,” Melissa says, leading Kia up to the offices. “Well, that and I saw people doing the job badly and thought, ‘I could do better than that,’ which is a great way to overwork yourself.”

“Don’t I know it,” Kia mutters. That’s why she’s here.

***
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KIA LEAVES THE WAREHOUSE with a pile of copied notebooks for Nukunya, a to-do list the length of her arm, and all of her stolen knives. She's felt incomplete and under armed since her capture, so having them back is a huge relief. Not even the boat ride back to shore can put a damper on her mood, not when she has Lucían’s ginger candies again. No one tries to kidnap her, beat her, and lock her in a closet, either. What a great day!

The day gets even greater that evening, after Miyuki and Kwami have been convinced to return to their rooms and Nukunya chooses to celebrate this newfound privacy by climbing into Kia’s lap and kissing her fervently against the couch cushions.

“If this is how you’re punishing me for endangering myself, I feel like you’re going about it the wrong way,” she says when they come up for air, blood thrumming with a languid heat.

“How come I’m not getting kissed like that?” Masako asks from the bed, dark eyes intent and her cheeks flushed.

“I didn’t think you were going to die at least eight times yesterday,” Nukunya tells Masako snippily, dick poking Kia in the thigh. “And I’m still furious with you, Knife, but it was very attractive to watch you shoot the men who kidnapped my brother with a crossbow and this is my first chance to do anything about it.” They pull her gently to her feet and between the combined skills of their nimble hands they both end up naked and sprawled on the bed with incredible efficiency.

“You joining us, love?” Kia asks Masako, then mentally double-takes at the endearment. She didn’t mean to say it, but she stands by it.

Masako gives a startled blink at being called “love” and then blushes very cutely. “I will be, but you can start without me.” She makes a face. “I don’t have a lot of energy, so...”

“Aww, don’t worry,” Kia assures her, squirming naked across the bed to give her a hot, tongue heavy kiss. “We’ll make sure you don’t need to do any work.”

“I’ll make sure you don’t need to do any work,” Nukunya clarifies, draping over Kia’s back in a luxurious naked press. “You, jahera, are not healed and should be taking it easy as well.”

Kia would like to argue with that assessment but she can feel the twinge in her spinal muscles, the ache of her many, many bruises, and—oh yeah—the bandage on her arm. Also, more importantly: When was the last time anyone wanted to pamper her? She’s aware that she’s basically the human equivalent of a dagger, and she’s also aware that people don’t look at daggers and think, “That needs to get taken care of,” let alone actually do it.

She’s also a bit distracted because Nukunya just called her “jahera.” The endearment flares the increasingly familiar squirmy-happy sensation in her belly, combining with the building heat between her legs and the shivery delight of Nukunya’s hand petting up her flank.

“Are you going to keep me from overdoing it, nyathiwa?” she asks, voice already a little rough from arousal and deciding turnabout is fair play when it comes to pet names.

Nukunya’s breath catches, and they kiss the jut of her shoulder blade tenderly. “I’m certainly going to try.”

Kia hums thoughtfully, trying not to melt into a horny puddle. “How do you intend to go about it?”

Nukunya kisses her other shoulder blade, then presses a line of hot, open-mouthed kisses down her spine. “I plan on distracting you thoroughly.”

Kia shivers, eyes slipping shut, and leans in Masako's direction until she takes the hint, her hand cupping Kia’s cheek and guiding her in for a kiss that tingles all the way down to her toes.

“I suppose you can try,” she says when Masako lets her up for air, glancing over her shoulder at Nukunya. “I’ll be the judge of how distracted I am, though.”

“I’m not here because I don’t like a challenge,” Nukunya points out, giving Kia's ass a squeeze. “Roll over and lie down.”

The contrary part of Kia wants to argue. The tender part of her wants to obey. The horny part of her has a split opinion, because it thinks sexual arguments are just as much of a turn on as being taken care of. Kia heroically ignores the useless three-way discussion going on in her head and just does what Nukunya asks.

Nukunya gets Kia settled comfortably between Masako's spread legs, her head resting on the swell of her stomach. Masako gently scratches her scalp between Kia’s braids, and she goes so pleasantly blank that Nukunya has to physically arrange her legs to get her exactly where they want her. Given that they want her pinned between the two sexiest people in the world and with the promise of excellent orgasms in her near future, this is exactly where Kia wants to be, as well.

“Is this good, jahera Knife?” Nukunya asks, curling carefully over her to press their hot, wet mouth to her neck.

“Yeah,” Kia says blankly, hands clenching on Masako’s shins as her empty cunt pulses sadly. She doesn’t—she can't be distracted from this, though, she wants— “My name’s Kia.”

Nukunya freezes, tongue on the soft place under her ear. They draw back, swallow, and ask, “What?”

“Kia,” she repeats, fumbling a hand onto their shoulder to connect the three of them in a loop. “My given name is Kia. I want—you don’t have to call me the Knife when we’re like this.” Her heart thunders as she speaks. It’s silly. People tell each other their given names literally every day!

Normal people.

Not Kia.

She can’t promise forever. She can’t even promise months. She can’t promise she’ll stay, but she can at least give them this; give Masako and Nukunya something real they can hang onto when she’s gone. They’ll have each other, and they’ll know her real name.

Nukunya takes a shaky breath and presses a kiss under her jaw. “Kia,” they say, voice raw. “Jahera Kia.”

Masako cups her opposite cheek, fingers trailing over Kia’s ear. “Kia,” she says softly. “It’s a nice name.”

Tears prickle at the corners of Kia’s eyes, and she crushes them shut ruthlessly. She’s not above crying during sex, but she prefers it to happen when she comes really hard. She can’t abide crying during sex due to emotions.

“It’s just my name,” she grumbles, aware that she is absolutely not fooling anyone. “You don’t have to make such a big deal about it.”

“I’m afraid you can’t stop me from making a big deal about it,” Nukunya tells her neck before claiming her mouth, effectively smothering her comeback. Honestly? That’s fine. It’s a lot harder for Kia to have big emotions when she’s also being tongue-fucked out of her mind.

Nukunya kisses her for a long time, pinning her against Masako with just enough weight to keep her pleasantly trapped without putting painful pressure on any of her bruises. One hand caresses as much of her body as it can reach, teasing her nipple to a tight point, running down to her hip to cup the curve and squeeze her gently. It is inescapably sexy and also an unbearable tease, a fire stoked low in Kia’s belly that has her rubbing her thighs together to try to get some friction. Nukunya makes an amused sound into Kia’s mouth, the smug fucker, but she forgives their smugness immediately when they insinuate a thigh between hers, giving her something to rut against.

“Like that, do you?” they murmur, lavishing attention on her neck.

“You complain about me being a sarcastic shit during sex while you’re out here constantly asking questions you already know the answer to,” Kia complains, hips jerking in an increasingly wet and urgent rhythm against the firm muscle of Nukunya’s thigh.

“Maybe I like getting complimented,” Nukunya says conversationally, running their hand down her belly. They card their fingers through her curls playfully, then shift their leg back so they can slip two fingers into Kia’s clenching, greedy cunt. They follow this up by shoving their thigh quite firmly back into place, pressing their heel of their hand against Kia’s clit. Kia follows this up by grinding her hips in about two and a half desperate circles and coming almost immediately.

It’s bewildering how powerful it is for how little work Nukunya had to put into it, and Kia gasps and shudders and lets her brain go entirely useless. She hadn’t thought she was pent up, but the previous day was basically nothing but fighting, and fighting energy turns into fucking energy extremely easily with the right person. People. She rides Nukunya’s hand until her legs start complaining about the work, then melts into the warm embrace of Masako’s body to catch her breath.

“You do like that,” Nukunya says smugly in her ear. They kiss the lobe, and then the hinge of her jaw, which is about when Kia regains the muscular control to turn in their direction and catch a kiss off-center on her lips. Nukunya hums into it, their tongues tangling with the lazy, almost soothing energy that Nukunya seems determined to provide. Kia expected something a bit more frantic—it’s not her first time having “thank Nanezzi we’re alive” sex, but it’s the first time it’s been this... tender.

She has no complaints about the orgasm or the soothing energy. It’s just new.

“Anything you’re in the mood for in particular, nyathiwa?” she asks Nukunya, their face happily tucked into the crook of her neck. Kia wiggles her hips a bit and Nukunya politely shifts around to remove their fingers. “Anything I can provide while laying here and not moving very much?” Kia adds when several muscles team up to complain about the wiggling. She’s been in the same position for too long and things are tightening up.

“I could think of a few things,” Nukunya admits, rolling off Kia (boo!) to lick their fingers clean (oooh!). “We should get Masako to join us, though.”

“I was involved,” Masako protests, fingers tracing over the winding paths of Kia’s braids. “I very much enjoyed that.”

“Yeah, but I want to suck on your titties, and Nukunya probably wants that, too,” Kia points out, gently levering herself vertical and fumbling with the ties on Masako’s sleep robe. “You should be involved while being more naked.”

“What did I say about you taking it easy?” Nukunya complains, gently hip-checking Kia out of the way to untie Masako’s robe themself. “She is right about my interest in your breasts, though,” they add to Masako, absurdly earnest.

“Titties,” Kia insists, and is soundly ignored. She chooses not to be hurt by this, instead focusing on the warm bronze expanse of Masako’s skin, the dimpled texture of her belly and the mouthwatering tiger-striped stretch marks on her breasts and hips. She’s also half-looking for injuries: She knows that Masako's struggle was emotional and mental, and not so much a front-lines kind of danger, but old habits die hard.

Masako is blessedly uninjured. (Kia remembers all the injuries she took to keep things that way, and thinks it’s a fair trade. She knew what this life meant when she chose it. If her pain can keep others safe, it’s not even a question; it’s literally her job.)

(How much longer can it be her job, though? How much longer can she keep it up?)

Kia distracts herself from these depressing mental wanderings by nuzzling into Masako’s side as soon as she's properly naked, wrapping an arm under her breasts and pressing kisses to her bare shoulder. Masako wiggles around until she can wrap her arm around Kia in return, which makes for a truly excellent cuddle even before Nukunya plasters themself to Masako’s other side and applies their oral talents to her neck. Masako hums happily, tiling her head into the touch. Kia decides this is a great time to get her mouth on Masako’s tits.

Nukunya’s unhurried pace must be contagious, because Kia sees absolutely no need to rush through her exploration of Masako’s skin. Maybe it’s because Nukunya’s luxurious kissing keeps Masako too distracted to complain. Maybe it’s because Kia’s swimming in post-orgasm languor. Maybe it’s because she really likes having her mouth on Masako’s tits. (Maybe it’s because she doesn’t have to think about the future if she stays aggressively focused on the present.) Whatever the reason, Kia loses herself in it, teasing Masako’s nipples with her mouth and fingers until they tighten up, then toying with the pebbled nubs until Masako pants and whines.

“Please,” Masako begs unevenly, struggling to spread her legs with Kia and Nukunya hemming her in. “Please, just—just touch me?”

Kia and Nukunya make matching smug noises, running their hands simultaneously down the soft curve of Masako’s belly, which neither of them realizes until their fingers tangle in Masako’s pubic hair. There’s a bit of a traffic jam where they try to get out of each other’s way, and then gesture the other to continue, and then reach in at the same time again and bonk their knuckles together again, and finally Kia has to bury her face in Masako’s underboob crease to smother her laugh.

“Do we need to stop to make a battle plan?” Nukunya asks archly, sounding embarrassingly fond under the attempt at hauteur.

Kia emerges from Masako’s breast with a grin. “Do you want to draw up a map?”

Masako heaves a sigh so huge both of them rise and fall with it. “Do you think you two could just do it before I fall asleep? Which is not an insult about your skills, it’s a very real danger.”

“You heard the priestess,” Kia tells Nukunya. “I think she outranks all of us.”

“I don’t think a religious leader translates into municipal ranks,” Nukunya corrects, face held carefully blank. “That said, I’ll do it just because she asked, because I love her.”

“Seems to be a lot of that going around,” Kia says idly, ignoring Masako’s annoyed huff. She pats Masako's thigh and smiles at Nukunya. “How about you fingerfuck her while I play with her clit?”

“Excellent suggestion. I accept.” Nukunya holds their hand out. Kia shakes it (awkwardly, right-hand-to-left-hand). Masako covers her face and groans.

“I am never going to live down falling in love with you,” she grumbles. She makes this complaint while spreading her legs so there’s room for both their hands, so Kia knows her exasperation is a lie. It’s cute! Also cute: The way Masako gasps when Kia slides her fingers through her folds, getting them good and wet before settling on Masako’s clit where they belong. She toys with her almost idly while Nukunya works their fingers into Masako’s cunt, their palm cupping Kia’s hand as they both intimately cradle the woman they love. It’s absurdly romantic and absurdly sexy. Absurd all around, Kia decides. Absurd that she found these two people and absurd that they all ended up here, fucking in a retired brothel bed normally used for naps. She’s so glad for it.

(She doesn’t want to leave.)

Masako writhes while Kia and Nukunya work her over, hand clenching on an unbruised part of Kia’s back and her breath catching in her throat when they do something especially good. Her smell gets thicker, more intense—sweat and sex mixing with the jasmine oil from her hair. It’s better than any expensive perfume. Kia wants to roll around in it like a cat in catnip.

Masako comes too quickly for Kia’s tastes, though it’s after several minutes of teasing, so it was probably too slowly for Masako’s tastes. She arches off the bed, breathless, hips frantically grinding against their joined hands. Kia wishes she was inside her. She has a sudden, feral desire to work her entire hand into Masako someday, to feel her orgasm with as much of her body as possible. She wants to bite; she wants to claim. She wants Masako and Nukunya to be hers with a shocking fierceness, and she channels some of it by nipping the curve of Masako’s breast just on the edge of too hard.

“Wow,” Masako tells the ceiling breathlessly when she's collapsed. “How did you get so good at that?”

“Practice,” Kia and Nukunya say simultaneously, then share matching smirks with each other.

“I regret asking,” Masako grumbles, boneless and floppy as a burlap sack filled with pudding.

“You love us,” Kia tells her, patting her gently on the mound above her clit. “You make embarrassing relationship decisions and you love us.” Masako gives Kia a dirty look, but yawns hugely before she can manage a retort. Kia gets it. She'd also like to go to sleep, but first... “You’re up.” She air-grabs at Nukunya. “You wanna fuck one of us?”

Masako, having finished her yawn, makes a face. “I need to get someone to make me some of your special herbs so I can try that.”

“Oh, I can fuck you with my glass cock,” Kia offers immediately. Truly it’s sinful that they haven’t done that yet. They’ve just been... occupied. Occasionally captured. Lightly stabbed.

“You can’t do that tonight,” Nukunya reminds Kia, crawling over Masako’s legs to kneel on Kia's free side, hard cock bobbing around ridiculously as they do. “You’re taking it easy.”

Damn. Kia keeps getting sex-drunk and forgetting. “Later, then,” she tells Masako, patting her tit reassuringly. “We can do that while you wait a couple weeks for the herbs to kick in.”

Masako makes a vaguely affirmative gesture, already half-drowsing and watching Nukunya under heavy eyelids. Kia makes a note to make sure she brought the harness along with the cock and turns her attention to Nukunya.

“Well?” Kia waggles her eyebrows salaciously. “Anything I can do for you?”

Nukunya pretends to consider this. “I thought I might fuck your thighs, if you’re amenable.”

Oooh! Intriguing! “Haven’t done that before,” she says, still smushed up against Masako and reluctant to move. “How’s it work?”

“You lie on your side with your legs together and I put my cock between your thighs just under your cunt and then fuck them,” Nukunya explains after a moment where they clearly can't tell if she's fucking with them or not.

Sure, now it makes perfect sense. “That sounds great. Do I need to move or anything?” She means that both in the, “Do I need to take a different position?” sense and in the, “Will you need me to put in any effort while you’re fucking me?” sense.

“You’re fine where you are,” Nukunya says, answering both questions while heading for their toiletries. They come back with a small vial of oil and a couple of clean cloths. Kia raises a questioning eyebrow and Nukunya presents the bottle. “For comfort.”

“Oh, I guess it could chafe if you’re not careful, huh?” Kia’s still wet enough that they’d probably be fine, but there’s no such thing as too much lubrication for sex. Better too much than not enough in most situations. (Yesterday, for example, she spent most of the day with not enough knives, and really would have preferred too many knives.)

“It’s a risk,” Nukunya agrees blandly, slicking up their cock. The sight is... arresting, the gleam of the oil on their dark skin, the wet head appearing and disappearing out of their fist. She wants it in her hand, in her mouth, in her cunt. Kia still thinks cocks are a bit ridiculous in general (most sex is a bit ridiculous, frankly) but Nukunya’s cock is perfect and mouthwatering because it’s attached to Nukunya.

Nukunya, who is also a horrible sneaky asshole, notices Kia looking and preens a little. They play up their reactions, letting their eyes go half-lidded, breath catching when they twist their touch under the head just right. Kia could watch this all night, the lamplight picking out the curves of Nukunya’s body in shades of gold and onyx, a precious, beautiful being. She could watch this every night for the rest of her life and it would make her happy.

“If you wanna just kneel over there and jerk off, I’m fine with that,” Kia says with a fake yawn, desperate for a distraction from her ongoing emotional revelations, “but you said something about my thighs? Planning on doing that tonight?”

Nukunya's look says they know exactly what she's doing, but they gamely make their way closer, oiled hand still on their cock. “Lift, please.” They politely tap her upper thigh with their clean hand. Kia does, and Nukunya spends an excessive amount of time smearing excess oil on the inside of her thighs, cupping her cunt and fondling her clit for good measure. It feels great. Damn, is she up for a second round?

Nukunya slots their cock into place, and Kia drops her thigh. She wiggles a little, pressing her legs together to give Nukunya’s cock an experimental. squeeze. Hm. She likes it so far. The way they’re tucked up against the folds of her cunt is a nice pressure, and their velvet-hard skin hot against her thighs feels very different from when it's inside her, but equally as good.

Then Nukunya snuggles up against her back, grabs her hip for stability, and moves. Things promptly go from nice to fantastic. Kia makes an entirely involuntary sound of pleasure, and Nukunya noses her braids out of the way to kiss the crook of her neck.

“Thought you might like it,” they murmur, and Kia rolls her hips into their next thrust with another quiet moan. It’s different from any sex she's had before, softer than fingers and less focused than a mouth, but it’s very good. Nukunya’s cock rubs over her folds and nudges her clit when they push forward, and it turns out the insides of Kia’s thighs are a lot more sensitive than she’d realized. Who knew? She could definitely come like this if she had the energy, but she figures out she won't tonight about thirty seconds in. That’s a relief. It means she just needs to lie here, tucked safely between her loves, and enjoy the feeling of Nukunya seeking their pleasure against her body. She fumbles a hand behind her onto the curve of their ass and leaves it there, occasionally giving them an encouraging pat.

Nukunya speeds up, breaths damp against Kia’s shoulder and their cock almost burning up with heat. Kia finds the muscular control to squeeze her thighs together again (she'd gone a bit floppy), which makes Nukunya groan deep in the back of their throat and fuck her with short, quick thrusts. Their cock twitches; they groan again; they spill between her legs, blood-hot and wet. It’s as intimate as if they’d come inside her, the tender skin of her thighs alive with sensation. It’s very sexy, and Kia makes a mental note to make sure they do it again before she leaves.

(She’s not thinking about leaving.)

Nukunya melts against Kia in the wake of their orgasm, all three of them now useless, satisfied lumps. Their cock goes slowly soft, which is adorable. She keeps being surprised by all its little quirks. It eventually falls out from between her thighs, ending up pressed wetly to one of her ass cheeks. That’ll itch in a bit, but right now she doesn’t want it anywhere else. It’s one more place she and Nukunya get to touch, and she treasures it.

Nukunya valiantly rallies to wipe up the mess they made with a damp rag, and then gently bullies Kia and Masako through their bedtime cleanup routines. Kia resents them for this at the same time that she appreciates them for this. Future Her will be grateful. Present Her just wants to go to sleep.

Fortunately Present Nukunya sees no reason to delay their bedtime any further, and as soon as Masako and Kia are horizontal again they blow out the lamps and crawl right in. Kia ends up pinned between the two of them again, and it’s so comfortable and familiar and wonderful. She doesn’t want to give it up. 

She’s going to have to give it up.

She doesn't want to.
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Chapter 27
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TIME PASSES. THINGS happen. Kia pays attention to it as best she can, because she’s professional, but her usual reserve has deserted her thanks to Masako and Nukunya. She meets with Magistrate Melissa's team, checks in on the kidnap victims to see how they’re recovering, and combs through the warehouse for more evidence, but she does it all by rote. She absorbs enough to write down daily reports for the Guild, but it doesn’t matter the way it once did.

Every time she finishes a report, her hand hovers over the paper. She wants to append her resignation. She wants to stay with the Guild so she can keep doing good work and helping people. She fights two opposing impulses every day, and every day she puts the pen away and send the letter off as-is. 

It's cowardly.

She can’t seem to do anything else.

Her nightmares come back. This isn’t a shock, given how many people died by her hand and the unique terror of being trapped between two fires on an island made of wood, but they don’t stop there. Instead of simply replaying the horrors she experienced (and caused, in some cases), her brain insists on showing her new, fresh horrors: Masako falling with a crossbow bolt through her chest; Nukunya going up in flames like dry paper; Kaori lying dead in a pool of her own blood, eyes blank and lifeless. The worst, somehow, are the ones where she’s on a barge watching Southport shrink in the distance, Nukunya and Masako screaming her name but unable to reach her. Worse still are the ones where they go about their lives without her, happily in love while she watches as though from behind thick glass, trapped and separate from their joy.

Waking up in their arms helps immensely, but only in the moments before Kia remembers the possibility of leaving. She resorts to tiny doses of the sleeping draught on alternating nights to shut the nightmares up at least a little, and does the meditative exercises the Guild teaches every recruit in the interest of them not all immediately going mad from their brain trying to eat itself after a mission. It helps, but the uncertainty still dogs her steps.

After about a week Masako and Miyuki announce they’re moving back to their shrine. Kia’s happy for them—she knows Masako’s missed her home terribly, and the local community wants them back to lead services and hear prayers. It's just also a metaphorical slap in the face that Masako won't be under her protection and they won’t be sleeping together anymore. It’s fine! She’s fine! This is normal! She’s doing fine.

“Why aren’t you packing?” Masako asks, eyeballing Kia’s sprawl of weapons and potions and everything else that explodes out of her bag when she’s been in one place long enough. Kia cocks her head, bewildered, and Masako gives her a look like she’s being especially dense. “Aren’t you going to come stay with us at the shrine?” She sounds like this was a foregone conclusion and not the equivalent of whacking Kia upside the head with a large piece of wood.

“I was invited?” Kia asks when her mouth works again.

Now Masako looks like Kia started reciting poetry instead of answering. “Of course. The brothel needs the room back, and Nukunya and Kwami don’t have enough room for you. They live closer to the shrine than here.” She pauses at Kia’s continued bewilderment. “Wait, weren’t you there for this conversation?”

“If I was, I don’t think I was awake for it,” Kia says honestly, already starting to pack via the time-honored technique of holding a bag in one hand and shoving things into it with the other.

Masako frowns, then slaps herself on the forehead. “Oh, no, we talked about it with Kaori, but you were out doing interviews!” She takes Kia’s hands, saving her from stabbing a dress by cramming a bare blade into her bag. “Sorry, love, we’ve had so many conversations in so many of these rooms that they all blurred together.” Her lips press against Kia’s forehead. “Please come with me and stay at the shrine as long as—as long as you’re still here.” More kisses to the corners of Kia’s eyes and the side of her nose and gently on her mouth. “We want you close, and this makes the most sense.”

Kia slams her eyes shut against the burn of tears. “Yeah,” she manages thickly. “Yeah, it does. Let me pack up.”

They have one last lunch at the brothel, and the big reception room just off the foyer barely manages to hold everyone who shows up. There’s Sophia, Elara, and Kaori, which Kia expected, but Gavin apparently got wind of it and he shows up along with a half-dozen of his people. A couple members of the kitchen staff invite themselves along, as well as a few of the courtesans who got into playing go and cards with Masako and Nukunya. It’s a raucous party. Kia gets a lot of hugs and gives a lot of promises to keep in touch.

Kaori drives them over in the brothel’s carriage afterward. Kia joins her on the driver’s bench, both to avoid motion sickness and to simply enjoy the freedom. She turns her smile up to the humid Southport sun and tries not to count her remaining days here. She’ll get as many as she gets. She intends to enjoy them.

***
[image: ]


“TRIALS?” KIA ASKS WITH interest. “So soon?”

Magistrate Melissa, who looks a decade older than she did when they first met (she probably hasn’t been sleeping) nods. “It’ll be a high-level court, of course, one that doesn’t see as much work as the lower-level ones. We’re not delaying the trials of people currently charged, but we felt it was... urgent to address the clear issues in leadership.”

Good. “And you want my testimony?”

“It would be invaluable, as a first-hand witness to the conditions and as someone who documented the help sought through official means that was not provided.” Magistrate Melissa’s mouth goes tight. Kia wonders how long she’ll be furious about that. Probably forever. “We will, of course, have as many of the kidnap victims testify as wish to, time permitting, but you...”

“I came here specifically for this and I have paperwork,” Kia finishes, drumming her fingers on the desk. “I’m the throughline.”

“Exactly.” Magistrate Melissa peers at Kia over her steepled hands. “It will delay your departure, of course, for which I apologize. With so very many people involved...”

“And they all deserve fair trials, no matter what kind of chickenshit bastards they might be.” Kia keeps her expression professional, not giving away her giddiness over having an airtight excuse to stay in Southport. “How long do you expect it to take?”

“At least a month,” the Magistrate says apologetically. “More likely two. Will that be acceptable?”

“I can arrange that with the Guild,” Kia says solemnly, internally screaming in glee. They shake on it, and Kia leaves with a spring in her step and a letter to send.

***
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THE FIRST TRIALS BEGIN a couple of weeks later. Kia testifies while the lawyers peruse copies of her notes, then takes more notes in the back as the other evidence is presented. All told over a dozen magistrates are implicated in the bribery scandal, with dozens more clerks and guards caught up in the wave. The city government is getting scrubbed clean against the rocks, and Kia leaves the arraignments with a vicious smile. Serves them right, the fuckers.

She does wonder how the magistrates intend to keep something like this from happening again. They weren’t expecting it this time, with Southport’s history of being extremely anti-pressgang. If it does happen again, or the replacement magistrates are corrupt in some horrible new way, what are Southport’s people supposed to do? Where would they turn? Would they have to write to the Guild again and wait weeks for help to arrive—

Kia drops her pen mid-report, ruining the page with the resultant splatter. No. Maybe they wouldn’t have to wait weeks for the Guild, not if there was an office here. Southport clearly needs it, and having outside eyes on the Magistrates, an outside group for the people to appeal to if the city doesn’t uphold its own laws...

The ruined report falls off the table, so quickly does she shove it aside getting out fresh paper. Kia finds her pen and re-dips it, mind tripping over itself as it flings up idea after idea. It takes her three runs at it to get everything down on paper, and then a further two revisions before she’s happy with the proposal, but when she finally sits back to read over her pages her heart soars. It makes sense. It’s the perfect solution, and if the Guild doesn’t see that, well...

She hopes the Guild sees it, because if they don’t, she’s going to do it anyway and it’ll be a lot more work.

Kia’s essay is too large to be sent by raven, so she has to send it off via courier. A bird would be faster, but this? Kia thinks it should be read in its entirety, not piecemeal shorthand ciphers attached to the legs of half a dozen birds. She heads to the raven mail tower itself once she’s done at the courier, because her latest actual report is ciphered and condensed for bird delivery. The sight of the tower sets her palms sweating when she comes around the corner, the open windows staring at her like eyes.

Kia has not, she’ll admit, come up with a plan for what to do if the Guild recalls her before they get her proposal. Maybe she’ll pretend she didn’t get the recall letter? The smarter choice would be to write the Guild letting them know she plans to stay where she is until they review her proposal, but she wants the proposal to speak for itself. Maybe she should avoid the raven tower from now on and live in denial. That seems like a sensible reaction.

“Ah, you’re so timely!” the wizened old woman behind the counter says when Kia walks in, already reaching for a nook in the giant shelf behind her. “This just came in for you this morning!” She hands over a tiny, tightly-rolled scroll, which Kia takes with a smile, hiding her surge of anxiety with professional ease. Once she’s shipped off her report, she meanders to a nearby market to collect gossip from all the aunties. The letter burning a hole in her pocket might change the direction of her life, but it’ll still be there in an hour. In the meantime there’s no reason she can’t buy some foodstuffs Miyuki mentioned they were out of. That’s not procrastinating. It’s efficiency.

Kia lies to herself about her efficiency all the way through delivering the groceries to Miyuki, then goes in search of Masako. Kia finds her in her office with one paper-screen door half open and a young man kneeling across from her. They’re shaking a... A canister of sticks? The young man pulls one out and they duck their heads together over it for an intense discussion in Taiyou-go. Fortunetelling, maybe? Kia leaves them to it, plopping down at the end of the wrap-around porch near a maple tree that’ll be spectacular in the fall.

She plans to be around to see it, but the details of how...

“She busy?” Nukunya comes into view from around some kind of evergreen shrub. Kia takes a moment just to enjoy looking at them, their face picked out golden in the hazy afternoon sunlight, beaded earrings swaying against their neck. Their robes are as neat as ever, but she sees the tell-tale ink stains on their fingers that say exactly how much paperwork they did today. Hand massage later, Kia decides. She learned some tricks from Sophia—might as well put them to use.

“Telling someone’s fortune, I think.” Kia pats the deck next to her and Nukunya settles onto it. “That’s what they do with the box of sticks, right?”

“I’m not sure,” Nukunya admits, leaning their shoulder into hers. “You’re around here more than I am.”

“Yeah, but you pay better attention.” Kia catches their mouth in a welcoming kiss, letting it linger but keeping it chaste. Seems impolite to make out while a potentially religious ceremony happens behind their backs. Nukunya brings a hand up to cup her jaw, deepening the kiss just a bit, then drops a tiny kiss on the tip of her nose. “How’s the paperwork, nyathiwa?”

“Endless,” Nukunya says cheerfully. “I feel like I ought to commend our kidnappers for their thorough documentation. It’s making it very easy to calculate exactly how many taxes they evaded.”

“And how much they owe their victims,” Kia agrees. It’s one of the many reasons she wants to stick around. It’ll take ages for Nukunya and their fellow auditors to run the numbers on months and months of slavery profits. The longer it takes, the more likely it is that someone will find a way to make sure some of those profits end up in their own pockets. People are always people.

Speaking of pockets and the things in them... Kia pulls the scroll out and sets it wordlessly on her thigh. Even that makes her heart speed up and her guts clench. She really can’t stay afraid of her correspondence. It’s untenable.

“From the Guild?” Nukunya asks, voice carefully level. Their hand twitches toward the scroll, then presses flat against the porch.

“Yeah.” Kia kinda wants to burn it. “Figured I’d open it with you and Masako.” Or throw it into the ocean. “So we could all know at once.” Maybe she could burn it and throw it into the ocean.

Nukunya hums. After a few slow breaths they pick the scroll off her lap and set it aside where she can't stare at it and catastrophize, then interlace their fingers with Kia's. Kia sighs and leans into them. It can wait a little longer.

She wants to tell them about her other letter, the one she sent to the Guild, but... Would it be crueler to get their hopes up? Kia’s fairly certain she knows the course she’ll choose, but she doesn’t want to make plans assuming one outcome when the other one is an equal possibility. Better to wait to share news when there’s actual news to share.

Some fifteen minutes later, the paper screen behind them rattles open, followed by footsteps down the stairs and out into the gardens. A second set of footsteps drifts to a stop behind them, and Kia tips her head back to look up at Masako.

“Good news?” she asks, enjoying this weird view of the soft underside of Masako’s chin, though she can also see up her nose, which is less appealing.

“Mm?” Masako frowns, then brightens. “Oh, for him?” She waves in the direction of the exiting petitioner. “It’s not so much good news or bad news, it’s more general guidance, and what he decides to do from here is up to him.”

Ah. Kia likes that kind of fortunetelling much more than the kind that lies about truly seeing the future, though given that she keeps running into magical people, maybe she should be less skeptical. “Did you give him good guidance, then?”

“I always try.” Masako settles down on Kia’s free side and kisses her temple, then meets Nukunya in the middle to share a kiss in front of Kia’s face. Kia obviously takes this opportunity to kiss both their cheeks as obnoxiously as possible, ignoring their eye rolls and protests. They knew what they were getting into when they fell in love with her.

“How’s the paperwork?” Masako asks Nukunya, which makes Kia stifle a laugh, especially when Nukunya gives her an offended look. It’s not her fault they’re predictable!

“Continuing at volume.” Nukunya takes revenge by proffering the scroll from the Guild with an obnoxious flourish. “I think it’s our jahera Kia’s paperwork we should be thinking about currently.”

Masako tenses. “Is that...”

“I don’t know what it is,” Kia says, resigned to possibly ruining all their afternoons. “I wanted to find out together.”

“Ah.” Masako presses her lips together, takes a deep breath, and visibly forces her shoulders to relax. “Do it, then.”

“I don’t follow orders from you,” Kia grumbles, but she pops the seal on the scroll anyway.

“That’s not what you said last night,” Nukunya mutters, so low Kia almost can’t hear it. Masako squawks in embarrassment, and Kia absently dodges a swipe meant for Nukunya while she scans the letter. It’s written in the Guild’s cramped shorthand in order to get as much information onto the raven-burden-sized paper as possible, so she has to puzzle out a few sections.

“What’s the news?” Nukunya asks when she flips it over. Kia holds up a hand. She appreciates that they waited until she was done with the first page to say anything, but there’s a whole second side! Give her a minute!

Great work on this case—yeah, she knows—clear there’s other issues to handle—holy shit are there, she has ideas and she’d like to start by getting Gavin’s people in a better place to live than an abandoned warehouse—needs further thought—

“‘Stay where you are until contacted,’” she reads out loud, lightheaded with relief. “They don’t need me back yet.” She doesn’t have to straight-up quit via letter.

Nukunya lets out a held breath. “Is there a timeline?”

“No.” She buries her face in the crook of Masako's neck, fumbling a hand out to take Nukunya’s. They breathe together like that for a long, lovely moment, until Kia can’t stand the emotion and has to do something to break it, namely saying, “So should we celebrate with a sex fest, or...”

“It’s not even dinnertime yet!” Masako squeals, scandalized. Kia’s pretty sure it’s an act, and that Masako’s playing into Kia’s distraction, which doesn’t do much to reduce the amount of squishy emotions she’s currently feeling.

“There’s no rule on when a sex fest can happen,” Nukunya chimes in solemnly, and Kia loves them so fiercely she doesn’t know what to do with it.

“I also never said the sex fest had to be before dinner,” Kia points out, peeking innocently up at Masako under her lashes. “We should probably fuel up first if it’s going to be a proper fest.”

Masako looks to the sky for assistance and finds none. “We can have a sex fest,” she grumbles, trying to hide her smile. “It has to be after dinner, though.”

“Agreed,” Kia says instantly.

“Motion carried,” Nukunya adds.

“This is my own fault,” Masako tells the sky, but she also kisses the top of Kia’s head, so that’s not so bad.
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IT’S A VERY GOOD SEX fest. A couple days prior she probably would have moped about it possibly being one of their last. Now? She’s simply not going to let it be one of their last.

***
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ANOTHER WEEK OF TRIALS go by. Kia doesn’t need to testify in all of them, since many of the charges are identical and therefore the evidence is identical. She’s glad not to spend hours every day repeating the same story. It's much easier to take notes on the proceedings if you’re not in the proceedings.

It gives her time to wander Southport, to sample foods that remind her of childhood and chat with the aunties and uncles of the market without any motivation other than enjoyment. She eyes the buildings as she wanders, idly considering logistics and location. She checks in with Gavin and his people in their warehouse and then comes back a day later with a basket of medicines, cheap but effective soap, and five different scents of cosmetic oil. (Gavin happily accepts a purse of money, as well, which she knows will go over better if he pretends he stole it from somewhere than if they know it's charity.)

“Surprised you haven’t fucked back off to your Guild.” Rashida sidles up on Kia and peers into the basket, then pulls out a sandalwood-scented oil that turns disgusting on Kia but frequently smells nice on other people. She turns the bottle around in her hand, replaces it, and pulls out a rose-scented one instead. (That one goes soapy on Kia. Years ago she asked a perfumer she was sleeping with why certain scents went so bad on her, and got a very complicated explanation that she didn’t understand at all, but was sexy to listen to.) “You blessing us with your presence for a reason?”

Kia shrugs and leans against a wall. “Trials. They probably won’t try to recall me until those are done.” After that...

Rashida gives Kia a shrewd once-over. “You could just stay, you know.”

“I know.” Kia doesn’t elaborate. If she hasn’t told Nukunya and Masako her plan, she’s sure not telling Rashida first.

Rashida narrows her eyes, correctly judges that she’ll get nothing else out of Kia, and returns to examining the bottle of rose oil. “As long as you know, then,” she says with a nod, and disappears into the warehouse.
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EVERY DAY WITHOUT A letter from the Guild twists Kia’s anxiety up tighter, like the winch on a siege engine. She wants to hear back. She wants to know. She’s learned to live with her stomach constantly a little sour, which isn’t a good way to live, but it’s what she has.

The sour feeling is barely there one dry day maybe a month and a half after the confrontation at the warehouse. Lychee are in season, which Kia hadn’t had before coming to Southport but Masako loves them, which meant Kia tried them, and now they’re one of Kia’s favorites, too. She's tucked herself away on the shrine grounds between a couple of shrubs with a whole basket. Her arms are sticky with juice all the way down to her elbows, which is the only way you can eat lychee, and she pops another one out of the dragon-skin shell with the aid of her smallest knife.

“Hello, sweetness,” she tells it, peeling the flesh away from the pit with her teeth and adding another layer of stickiness to the party. It’s fine. She’ll make a stop at the drinking water spring—separate from the ritual hand-washing spring—when she’s done. She knew what she was getting into.

“Bonjour! Hello! I’m looking for a woman called the Knife?”

The familiar voice drifts to Kia on the breeze, Parlere-accented and very clearly the pidgin dialect from Knightrest. Kia nearly chokes on an unfortunately timed bite of lychee. She thumps on her chest, swallows, and bursts into horrible coughs when some of the juice goes down the wrong pipe. What the fuck? She knows the owner of that voice, and they’re not supposed to be here!

“Badger?” she wheezes, crawling out of her hiding place and abandoning her lychee basket to the ants. Her voice is barely a croak, and she stops for a few more hacking coughs before she can tries again. “Badger?!”

“Knife?” the Badger calls back. She stumbles out from behind a shed and there they are, exactly how she remembers them! Brown hair coiled up in a bun to get it off their tan neck, blue eyes and gold piercings glinting in the sun, and they light up the same way their jewelry does when they see her.

“Knife! Mon ami!” they shout, running at her with wide arms.

“Badger!” Kia shouts in return, aware that maybe they should have this reunion a little more quietly and unable to stop herself. She leaps into the Badger’s embrace and squeezes them close while they swing her in a circle. Oh fuck, she hasn’t had a Guildmate hug in so long, and she has to fight the urge to cry about it like a little baby who missed her friends after not seeing them for months.

“Kia?” comes another familiar voice, and when the Badger sets her down, Masako steps closer with open curiosity on her face. “Is this a friend?”

“Kia?” the Badger asks gleefully. Oh, she’s gonna get so teased. Worth it.

“Masako, this is the Badger, one of my Guildmates from Knightsrest,” Kia starts, trying to compose herself and failing badly.

“Knightsrest among other places,” the Badger says with a sly grin, taking Masako's hand and air-kissing the back of it. “Right now I’m in Southport, so I’m from Southport.”

“That is absolutely not how it works and you know it,” Kia tells them. “Anyway, Badger, this is Yamamoto Masako, the Priestess of the Southport Michi shrine, and you should stop flirting with her because I’m already sleeping with her.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s off-limits for flirting if she wants to flirt,” the Badger points out, winking at Masako with a roguish grin. “But I’m just as interested in your shrine. The architecture is beautiful! Tres bien! It’s traditional for your people, correct?”

“The Badger loves history and architecture,” Kia warns Masako. “They’ll chat your ear off about it if you let them, so I don’t let them.”

“You’ll want to talk to my grandmother, then,” Masako says, bowing politely over her hand. “She came over on the ships, so she remembers the homeland.”

The Badger’s eyes light up, and they practically vibrate with excitement. If Masako has any books around here from her family’s homeland, Kia's going to lose them for hours, so she tries to head it off at the pass with, “Why are you in Southport, anyway?”

“For you!” the Badger says cheerfully. All of Kia’s warm feelings transition into immediate, shocking anticipation, which she keeps off her face with admirable control. “Is there a place we can talk? And” —this they say with a rueful wince— “sit down for a drink? I had to walk across half of Southport before I found the right shrine.”

“It’s a weird city,” Kia agrees, glancing at Masako, who’s doing a much worse job keeping her feelings off her face. They have a silent, mostly eyebrow-based conversation, and Masako jerks her chin toward the residential buildings. “Come on, I’ll show you the formal tea room,” Kia tells the Badger, clapping their arm and using it to steer them that way. (This gets lychee juice on their sleeve. On purpose.) “We can raid some of Masako’s best sake.”

“Please only raid the second-best sake,” Masako reminds her, presenting a round cheek for Kia to kiss as they pass her. “The best sake is for sacred ritual purposes.”

“She keeps the best sake in the actual shrine for the sacred ritual purposes,” Kia explains without missing a beat, “so I’d have to really work at it if I wanted to raid it for drinking.”

“I look forward to sampling your best non-sacred sake,” the Badger says with a solemn salute to Masako, and Kia drags them away before they can start flirting again.

Kia necessarily puts off the conversation for around fifteen minutes by washing the lychee juice off her hands (and arms), finding a good bottle of sake, brewing some of Masako's excellent tea, and chasing the Badger back to the door when they try to wear their boots inside. The Badger immediately relates some Guild gossip, which gets them off topic for at least another ten, but Kia finally takes a bracing sip of liquor and drags them back on track.

“What do you have for me?” she asks, the sake pooling hot in her belly. It does not mix particularly well with the nervous anticipation, which is why Kia normally doesn’t try to calm herself with drink. Lesson (re)learned, she supposes.

“Ah, oui.” The Badger sets down their cup and digs in their satchel while Kia tries valiantly not to vibrate out of her seat. “I have letters from everyone, of course, and the She-Wolf told me to remind you she’s due in three months and you’d better not fucking miss it—her exact words.”

“Sounds like her.” Kia grins, wondering how much bigger Glory’s belly has grown since she’s been gone. Is the kid kicking yet? Kia can’t wait to meet the little warrior.

“Ah!” The Badger pulls out an envelope with a very familiar wax seal, and Kia’s stomach squirms again. “This is just the first pitch,” they continue, pushing it across the table. “You can always negotiate, since you’ve been here longest.”

Kia nearly snatches the envelope from them, a blade slicing the seal in a quick flick. She snaps the pages open with another efficient movement and starts reading, eyes wanting to skip words in her haste.

Exemplary work—yes, thank you, Kia’s good at her job—taking your seniority and skills into account—as everyone should—upheld the values of the Guild—Kia always does, but what’s the answer, what did they think—

“They said yes?!” she squeal-whispers, heart beating like a hummingbird in her chest and throat and temples.

“You apparently had a very convincing argument,” the Badger says, swirling their cup of sake and grinning at her smugly.

As it’s become clear the people of Southport require more support than they have received locally, reads the letter, which Kia sets down carefully because the tremor in her hands can no longer be suppressed. She takes a few deep breaths, clenches all the muscles in her body as tightly as she can, and releases the hold. Okay. They said yes.

Now it’s just details.

The professional part of Kia reads through the rest of the letter, comparing the offer to what she knows of Southport and whether this would work. They’ll need some auxiliary outposts in Docktown and on the other side of the river, while the proposal as listed only mentions one Guildhall, so that needs to be adjusted posthaste. They agreed with her staffing pitch, which will obviously depend on who’s willing to move to Southport. She’ll want to recruit locally, of course. If she can somehow wheedle Kaori away from the brothels that’s an easy hire, and then maybe she can keep Gavin’s people on retainer as an intelligence network...

That’s the professional part of Kia. The personal part of her is screaming. They said yes! They said yes!

“Are you gonna take my answer back in person, or should I visit the ravens?” Kia’s cheeks ache with the size of her smile.

“I’m here to help you with whatever you need until it’s done,” the Badger says with a shrug, refilling Kia’s sake cup. “If you want me to take a letter back myself, then I’m here for that. If you want my help getting a new Guild Hall off the ground, then I’m here for that, too.” They toast her with a wide smile, gold hoops glinting. “Congratulations, mon ami.”

Kia clinks her cup against theirs and downs it, swallowing against the burn of the sake. “I need to discuss the idea with a few people,” she says, stabbing at “casual” and missing wildly.

The Badger nods. “And this discussion...” they say knowingly, “How long do you expect it to last?”

Kia bites the inside of her cheek. “At least three rounds for me, and however many rounds they feel is appropriate for them.” Her voice is as solemn as she can make it, but the Badger still tosses their head back and cackles.

“Well, in that case, mon ami...” They reach out to clasp her hand, eyes and touch both warm. “I shall find a way to entertain myself in the city tonight, and will meet you back here tomorrow around noon, oui?”

“See you tomorrow.” Kia squeezes their hand, trying not to openly cry. “Thank you for this.”

“I couldn’t have delivered it to a more worthy person,” the Badger assures her. They disappear out the sliding door, giving Kia a chance to re-read the offer and—more importantly—collect herself. She gets to stay! The Guild said yes! The Guild trusts her to run an entire fucking Guild Hall! By herself!

Not entirely by myself, Kia thinks, re-folding the offer letter and tucking it back into the envelope. Not if I’m lucky.

Time to go find out.
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Chapter 28
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KIA FINDS MASAKO SWEEPING the shrine yard, too far away to eavesdrop but close enough that it’s clear she wanted to eavesdrop. She looks up at Kia’s approach, dropping the broom to meet Kia halfway.

“What did your frieeeeend—” she tries, trailing into a squeal when Kia hauls her toward the gates by the arm.

“We need to go find Nukunya right now,” Kia explains over the squealing. 

“Right now?” Masako asks, skip-walking to keep up.

“Right now.” Kia switches from gripping Masako’s arm to holding her hand. “Badger brought me something I need to talk about with both of you, and I’m not explaining to you now and then again to them when we get there.”

Masako chews her lower lip thoughtfully as they speedwalk for the nearest plaza. “Can you tell me if it’s good news?”

If Kia keeps grinning like this, she'll give the whole game away. “I sure hope you think so.”

“Ah.” Silence for a few steps. “Then we should hurry so I can hear it sooner.”

Looks like Kia’s going to keep grinning like this regardless! “Working on it,” she says brightly, waving down the first private carriage she sees as they emerge into the controlled chaos of the plaza. No public carriages today! They need to be at Nukunya’s office right now, and since teleportation remains impossible, a direct carriage ride will have to do.

The twenty minutes to the local magistrate’s outpost is the most interminable ride of Kia’s entire life. She vibrates out of her skin the entire way, too excited to even get seasick. When the horse comes to a stop Kia throws money at the driver without counting and is at the entrance before Masako even reaches the street.

“I’m going to put a leash on you,” Masako complains, hurrying over at an objectively reasonable speed that Kia finds unforgivably slow.

“We can try that if you want,” Kia agrees, boots clacking on the stone floor as they bypass the receptionist with a wave. “I’ll probably want to be the one holding the leash sometimes, though.”

“What?” Masako goes furiously red when Kia's meaning sinks in. “No! That’s not what I—wait, really?”

“Done it before.” Kia hits the stairs two at a time. “It’s fun with the right people.”

“Huh.” Masako follows her up in considering silence. “Well. Maybe. I’m not promising anything, though.”

“This is probably not the right place for that conversation anyway. Caleb!” Kia waves as the auditor looks up from his usual pile of paper. “Is Nukunya still in the private office?”

“Along with enough paperwork to choke a horse,” Auditor Caleb says, gesturing at the room that holds the documents from the embroidery slave ring. “I can barely get them out of there to eat.”

“It’ll be over soon enough,” Kia says with possibly unfounded confidence and without stopping. “Good luck with your numbers!”

Nukunya looks up as she yanks the door open, then blinks when she shuts it on Caleb’s thank-you. “Kia? Is something wrong?”

“The opposite!” Kia yanks the letter out of its envelope so quickly she hears paper tearing. Whoops. She slaps it down on top of a ledger that's probably important. “One of my Guildmates came to see me today and brought this.”

Nukunya pulls the pages closer with the air of someone going into battle. Masako circles the desk to read over their shoulder, and Nukunya automatically shifts the paper so she can see it, too. So considerate! Kia loves them.

Kia’s going to lose her damn mind if they take a minute longer to read this than they need to.

Fortunately for Kia’s mental stability, Nukunya hits the relevant sentence a few seconds later. They inhale sharply and look up. “They’ve approved your proposal? You made a proposal?”

“Wait, a Guild Hall here?” Masako half-yells, not quite as restrained in her response.

“I did,” Kia says, bouncing on her toes. “Sent it off a few weeks ago.”

“Weeks ago?” Masako repeats at volume.

Nukunya makes a truly spectacular face. “And you didn’t tell us?!”

“I didn’t want to tell you until I knew what they said.” Kia rolls her lower lip between her teeth, second-guessing herself slightly. “I thought that would be better?”

“It wasn’t!” Nukunya snaps, going back to reading the letter with what looks like real effort. “I spent the last month thinking you might leave at any moment! I would have preferred to know!”

“You made a proposal to build a Guild Hall here.” Masako seems stuck on this. “A Guild Hall. Here. With you.”

“They said yes to my plan.” Kia keeps from screaming this out of a heroic effort of will. “They want me to start it and they want me to lead it.”

“This says you asked for a permanent position?” Nukunya asks, finally tearing their eyes away from the offer letter. Their face asks the real question, which is, “You’re staying?”

“It’s as permanent as I want it to be.” Kia leans on the desk, making deliberate eye contact. “I could establish the Guild Hall here and train up some replacements, then start taking field assignments again.”

Nukunya presses their lips together. “Is that something you want to do?”

“Which part, nyathiwa?” Kia asks, letting her voice get a little flirty.

Nukunya blinks slowly, tasting the energy change. “The field assignments,” they clarify, a smoky curl around the words.

“Are you two getting sexy about this?” Masako asks, disgusted. “This is a serious conversation that could affect the rest of our lives, and you’re getting sexy about it?”

“I happen to find serious conversations about the future very sexy,” Nukunya says smoothly, still not looking away from Kia.

“Me, too.” Kia chooses not to mention that this is a recent development, and that she’d generally rather gnaw off her own arm than have a deep and vulnerable conversation about her emotional needs. Nukunya and Masako have changed that; they’ve changed her.

Gross.

She loves them so much.

“Answer the question,” Nukunya prompts, starting to clear the desk without breaking eye contact.

Question? Oh, right. “No, I don’t particularly want to start taking field assignments again.” Kia arches her back, noting with pleasure that Masako’s eyes dip to her tits in spite of her exasperation. “I’m getting too old to spend three weeks traveling just to sleep in an unfamiliar bed and deal with people trying to murder me.”

“You’re not that old.” Masako sounds rather distracted, probably by Kia's tits.

“Tell that to my knees and lower back.” No, thirty-six isn’t old in the grand scheme of things, but it’s old enough to make her regret trying to do the shit she did when she was twenty-six. She’s ready to try something else.

“So you asked to establish a Guild Hall here and oversee it for the long run,” Nukunya cuts in, smooth and collected. “Is that correct?” They haven’t changed their position or their perfect posture, but they feel closer somehow. Maybe there’s just something about them that draws Kia in.

“That’s correct.” Ah, Kia leaned forward. That would explain why Nukunya feels closer.

“Do I need to be here?” Masako asks rhetorically, perching on the edge of the desk. “You two seem to be having a moment.”

“I always want you here,” Kia says immediately, finally looking away from Nukunya to take Masako's hand.

“Of course we need you to be here,” Nukunya agrees, setting their palm on Masako’s thigh. “You’re very dear to both of us, Masako.”

“Ugh.” Masako covers her face. “Thank you. I love you, too. This is worse than the weird flirting you were doing, please go back to that.”

“With pleasure.” Nukunya meets Kia's eyes again and the air sizzles between them. “So.” A breath. “Establishing a Guild Hall here and making sure it meets the needs of the populace could take years.”

“I’m really good at what I do,” Kia points out. “You’re right, though. Training good Guildmembers is a long process.”

“Could be at least a decade.” Nukunya wets their lower lip. “Are you prepared to put in that level of dedication?”

“I can think of fewer things I want to dedicate my life to,” Kia purrs. Pretending this conversation is only about a Guild Hall means she can make any number of deeply embarrassing confessions. “I think that Southport deserves to have a Guild Hall dedicated to it.”

“Do you think that Southport wants a Guild Hall?” Nukunya tilts their head dangerously. “Did you ask Southport if it was interested?”

“I think Southport knows it was interested from the first time it saw me.” Kia’s almost close enough to kiss and pauses there, willing Nukunya to close the distance. “I think Southport already asked for a Guild Hall once. I think Southport needs a Guild Hall, and I don’t know why it’s trying to pretend otherwise.”

“Perhaps Southport wants to make sure it will get a Guild Hall,” Nukunya offers, swaying closer like they’re caught in a tidal pull. “Up until today Southport wasn’t told getting a Guild Hall was a possibility. How does Southport know it’ll actually get the Guild Hall it wants?”

“Southport should know by now that the Guild doesn’t make promises it can’t keep.” Kia brushes her braids over her shoulder, letting her hand linger on her skin with a smirk as Nukunya and Masako track the movement. “The Guild didn’t want to promise a Guild Hall before we knew Southport would get one. All Southport needs...” Kia lets the pause hang, three breaths held.

“What does Southport need?” Nukunya asks in a whisper.

Kia smiles, feral as a wildcat. “All Southport needs is to ask.”

Nukunya lunges forward, catching Kia’s mouth in a hungry kiss that almost clacks their teeth together. Kia kisses back like she hasn’t seen them in weeks instead of hours, like she might be leaving tonight instead of staying, and fully crawls across the desk to yank them between her legs. Nukunya bears her over backwards, pinning her to the wood, and when they release custody of her mouth (in order to bite her neck), Masako cups her jaw and recaptures her.

“You’re staying?” Nukunya asks her collarbone, splaying their fingers out across her waist under her shirt.

“Mmmph mmaaahhing,” Kia says into Masako’s mouth, then manages to separate them with a gasp and a laugh. “I’m staying,” she repeats, coherently this time, and shivers at the flex of Nukunya’s fingers and their teeth on her shoulder. Masako mouths against Kia’s jaw on the way back to her lips and cups her breast through her shirt, the touch obscenely warm without the barrier of armor. Oh, they are absolutely going to fuck on this desk.

“Auditor Nukunya?” 

Kia could probably think of sounds less welcome than Auditor Caleb’s voice through the door, but it would take some doing. Nukunya drops their forehead to Kia’s collarbone and exhales in an extremely disgruntled manner.

“Yes, Auditor Caleb?” they call, an edge of, “This had better be good,” to their voice. Masako starts silently laughing into the crook of Kia's neck.

“Raoul stopped by,” Caleb explains, apologetic and muffled. “Magistrate Melissa needs to see the import ledgers as soon as possible, and they’re all in there with you, so...”

“I cannot believe I am being cockblocked by ledgers,” Kia whispers. Masako slaps her hip, giggling even harder.

“You’d be shocked how frequently I get cockblocked by ledgers,” Nukunya murmurs, so long-suffering that it sets Kia off laughing, too. “It’s an occupational hazard.” In a louder voice they call, “I’ll bring them out in a moment,” giving Kia’s waist a sad pat and sitting up. “Did she ask for a specific set of dates?”

“All of them,” Caleb says. “Do you need a hand?”

“Not with the ledgers,” Kia whispers to Masako between giggles. Masako fails to smother a wheezing sound, and Kia slaps a hand over her own mouth, trying to hold back. “You know,” she gasps, “you and I could still have sex while Nukunya does the thing with the ledgers. We don’t have to take them anywhere.”

“No one is allowed to have sex on this desk without me,” Nukunya orders, smoothing down the front of their robes before turning to a bookshelf. “I forbid it.”

“So that’s a yes on having sex on the desk as long as you’re here?” Kia asks innocently, having wrestled down her giggles enough to speak clearly.

Nukunya’s shoulders shake like they’re suppressing a laugh. “We can discuss that further at another time. Right now I need you both to leave this office so I can complete my workday without further distractions.”

Kia doesn’t want to, but she recognizes that getting as many corrupt officials out of city government as possible will make it much easier for her to set up a Guild Hall. Also, as much as she likes illicitly fucking on desks, this kind of celebration really deserves another sex fest. Sex fests require time.

“Are you coming to ours for dinner tonight?” Kia asks, gently pushing a still-snickering Masako into the chair and hopping off the desk. “And where are we sleeping afterwards?”

“I’ll come to you.” Nukunya pulls a ledger down, frowns at it, and replaces it somewhere else on the shelf. “I thought I’d stop by the sambusa stall on my way there?”

“Sounds perfect.” Kia hugs them from behind and kisses the back of their neck. “We’ll see you then?”

“I look forward to it.” Nukunya cranes their neck awkwardly to kiss Kia over their shoulder, then wriggles free to give Masako a kiss at the desk. “Do not have sex in here,” they order sternly before whisking through the doorway.

“I sort of want to do it just because they told me not to,” Masako says thoughtfully. “Is that weird?”

“No, and that’s something we could have a lot of fun with in other contexts,” Kia tells her, packing up her offer letter from the Guild. “Come on. Do you want to walk over to that park with the flowers on our way back?”

“I’d love to,” Masako says, and lets Kia pull her out the door.

***
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DINNER IS AN EXERCISE in delayed gratification. It’s just the three of them, with Kwami and Miyuki off getting into trouble with a few of their fellow former kidnappees. This is the correct thing for a group of people between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five to be doing, Kia thinks. They should have the freedom to get inadvisably drunk and make out in back alleys and fall in fountains, without fear of waking up shackled to a worktable. (She expresses this opinion to Nukunya, who agrees but thinks they’re much more likely to end up skinny-dipping in the bay. It’s apparently a time-honored tradition in Southport, and Kia makes a note to try it out when she can get Nukunya and Masako go with her, both so she can see them swim naked and also so they can make sure there aren’t any gross slimy bits of seaweed or big water bugs she might step on.)

They tumble into Masako’s bedroom when the dishes are clean, skidding on the wood floors of the hallway in their socks before making it to the relative stability of the bamboo mats. Kia goes straight for the cupboard with the futons. If they spread two out on the floor together, all three of them can fit comfortably. (Nukunya's bed is regrettably too small for three people. Kia's already planning an enormous custom bed for her Guild apartment with built-in hitches for ropes.)

“I'd like—” Nukunya starts.

At the same time Masako says, “I wanted—” 

They both fall silent and look at each other.

“You first—” Nukunya tries.

“Go ahead—” Masako says simultaneously.

“Nukunya, shut up and help me with these,” Kia interrupts before the comedy of errors can really get going. “Masako, you say your thing first.”

Nukunya grabs the other side of a futon mat in obvious relief. Masako straightens her shoulders and announces, “I want Nukunya to fuck me tonight.” She’s an adorable shade of red. Kia can't help leaving Nukunya with the futons so she can pull Masako into her arms and pepper kisses all over her face.

“We can probably arrange that.” Kia bites the curve of one flushed cheek. “Your herbs?”

“It’s been almost a month, and I would have been due for my bleeding two weeks ago,” Masako says, even redder now. “I think we should be fine? And I want to.” She glances sideways at Kia and then away. “We know I like it when you... Do the thing.”

Yes, Kia is very aware of how much Masako liked having Kia’s glass cock inside her. She’s pretty sure they got her to four orgasms before she finally tapped out. (She and Nukunya argue a bit about whether it was four or five; the last one might have been one very long orgasm or two shorter ones mushed together.)

“Well.” Kia leans her cheek against Masako’s shoulder and gives Nukunya a smoldering look. “You heard the lady. Up for the challenge, nyathiwa?”

“I believe I can arrange something,” Nukunya deadpans, straightening the second futon. “I’ll confess I was hoping that our jahera Kia would fuck me tonight, so we just need to find the appropriate order of operations.”

Kia’s eyebrows go up. “What, you saw how good I fucked Masako and wanted a piece?”

Nukunya rolls their eyes affectionately. “Something like that.” They hold out a hand and Kia allows herself to be drawn closer. “I said I have to be in the mood for it, and...” They shrug, casual manner betrayed by the hunger in their eyes. “I find myself in the mood.” A smirk. “If you’re up for the challenge.”

Kia gives them a light shove and starts unlacing her bodice. “‘Am I up for the challenge,’ they ask,” she complains. “As though I ever back down from a challenge. As though I don’t sling the highest-quality strap from here to Knightsrest.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Nukunya says primly, and gets tackled to the bed for their sass.

Clothes are barely an impediment at this point—Nukunya sets Kia's knives safely aside while Kia peels Masako out of her obi and yukata. The only true struggle is that they can't keep their hands off each other, as frantic as that very first time, but the frenzy comes from relief. The future has finally coalesced, turned into something real: Kia's going to stay. She's going to build something in this city with these people she loves, and she pours that surety into every touch. This is her promise, mapped out with her mouth on the skin of her lovers: More of this, for as long as possible.

“So,” Kia starts, one hand on the soft curve of Masako's hip, one of her legs tangled with Nukunya's as they sprawl across the mattresses. She makes her tone as businesslike as possible. “I've been considering your requests vis a vis fucking, and the way I see it, there are two options.”

“So few?” Nukunya murmurs. Kia ignores them.

“I figure we can either have Nukunya fuck Masako until she comes, and then I can fuck Nukunya, with everyone taking polite little turns, or...” Kia lets herself trail off suggestively.

“Or?” Masako asks, taking the bait.

Kia grins. “Or I can fuck Nukunya while they're fucking you. Make them the filling in a fuck sandwich, as it were.”

Masako bites her lower lip. “Oh.” She looks sidelong at Nukunya, whose face has gone hot and hungry. “I mean, I think it's up to them.”

“Well?” Kia asks Nukunya, tipping her head in the way she knows makes her neck and shoulders look amazing. “What are you in the mood for?”

Nukunya swallows visibly. “I suppose I’m not uninterested in the idea of things happening simultaneously—”

“Being the filling in a fuck sandwich,” Kia corrects, just to be obnoxious.

“—though I can’t say I’ve ever had the opportunity to experience such a thing, and I’m not certain the reality will live up to the fantasy,” Nukunya continues, sensibly ignoring Kia’s bullshit and raising a very good point at the same time.

“Lots of things don’t live up to the fantasy,” Kia assures them, shhfing their legs together soothingly. “If it doesn’t work we’ll go back to the first plan. Let it never be said I’m unwilling to adjust plans on the fly, sometimes while being attacked with swords.”

“I am fairly certain we won’t be dealing with any swords tonight,” Nukunya says with a smile, and then, eyes wide, “Do not—”

“I can think of one sword we’ll be dealing with!” Kia announces triumphantly, giving Nukunya's cock a friendly pat.

“I tried,” Nukunya tells Masako mournfully. “I really tried to stop her.”

“I know, Nukunya,” Masako croons, kissing their cheek. “I know you tried to stop her. No one can stop her, though.”

“Sure can’t,” Kia agrees, shouldering her way between them to provide deep, searching kisses that she still manages to make obnoxious. “Let me get some oil and my cock and we can get started.”

“Jahera Kia.” Nukunya stops her with a hand on her bare ass before she can get far, and then squeezes it reflexively. “Your plan is very focused on everyone else. What would you like tonight?”

Oh, right! Kia also gets to come! She thinks about it for about five seconds and shrugs. “I’m not gonna complain about making out with Masako while I sit on your face?” she offers, impatient to get to the rest of it. Yes, she’d like an orgasm, but mostly she wants to find out how Nukunya sounds when she unleashes her (extremely powerful) strap skills on them. Kia is a very focused person when properly motivated.

“I would love nothing more than to have you sit on my face,” Nukunya says magnanimously. They give her ass an encouraging pat and finally free her to collect some very necessary sex supplies on her usual little tray. (Make fun of her if you must, but when you need to fetch a glass cock, a leather harness for it, a box of sex salve your best friend’s eternally-blushing husband invented, some rags, and a pitcher of water to make the cleanup easier, it pays to put them on a fucking tray.) Nukunya basically yanks her down when she returns. Someone's impatient.

“Needy,” she accuses, settling the tray safely no thanks to Nukunya, who's wrapped themselves around her quads to press kisses to her hips and belly.

“Enthusiastic,” Nukunya corrects, flopping backwards and taking her with them. Kia loses her balance and Masako helpfully catches her under the arms, because Masako is a considerate human being and not a sex fiend.

“Hello, there,” Masako purrs, cupping one of Kia’s breasts and leaning in for a deep, wet kiss. Maybe Masako is a sex fiend. That’s fine with Kia! Another thing that's fine with Kia: Nukunya nudging her knees apart and wiggling between them, mouth pressing hot points of pleasure along her inner thighs on a slow path upwards. Kia gets her legs under her properly (face sitting requires some balance if you don’t want your jaw to get dislocated, Nukunya) and they dive right in with a long swipe of their tongue along the whole of her cunt. Kia moans into Masako’s mouth, heat kindling in her veins, and rocks her hips into the touch.

Nukunya eats pussy like they don’t want to be doing anything else, which is a preference she shares with them. Tonight Nukunya eats pussy like they don’t want to be doing anything else and thought they might never have the chance to eat pussy again so they’re making the most of the opportunity. This is to say: They are thorough and effective, alternating teasing pushes of their tongue deep into Kia’s cunt with focused attention on her clit that has her gasping and arching. She barely has the focus to actually make out with Masako, too busy making urgent guttural sounds. 

Masako takes no issue with Kia’s distraction. She bites the tender places on Kia’s neck and toys with her nipples, every scrape of teeth and caress sending hot white lightning straight to Kia’s clit. It loops and loops on itself, spine-tingling, brain-fuzzing pleasure, and when Kia can’t take Nukunya’s fucking teasing anymore she pins them in place with a palm on their forehead and rides their mouth until everything finally coalesces. The wave breaks, slamming into Kia and tumbling her under; she rocks with it, unable to breathe and loving every second. Nukunya drags it out, keeping Kia as current-buffeted as though they were the one able to control river kami rather than just having an exceptionally talented mouth.

There’s no just about that mouth, Kia decides vaguely, collapsing backwards to sit on Nukunya’s chest. Phew! She needs a minute before her legs will work again.

“You’re welcome,” Nukunya says smugly, flexing their jaw.

“I’ll have my revenge, you smarmy motherfucker,” Kia threatens breathlessly. “Just gimme a second.”

“Take your time,” Nukunya says magnanimously. Kia makes sure she smears her pussy juices all over their chest when she finally falls to the side. They seem pleased with this outcome, so Kia grabs their cock and squeezes. That finally shuts them up.

“So would you like me to go down on you before we move on?” Kia asks Masako, jerking Nukunya off idly and enjoying the little sounds this inspires. “I’m assuming Nukunya will need some warm-up before I fuck them.”

“I will,” Nukunya chimes in, too coherently, and Kia spits in her hand to make things wetter, which gets her a very satisfying moan. 

“Masako?” she prompts.

“I do really like your mouth,” Masako admits with embarrassed reluctance.

“Great! That’s settled!” Kia swipes her thumb under the head of Nukunya’s dick a few times for good measure. “Do you want one of us to finger you open, Nukunya?”

“I—ah—I prefer to do it myself,” Nukunya says, arm tossed over their face. “It’s just—easier.”

“Good to know.” Kia gives their cock a friendly squeeze and releases it. “There’s special oil in the little box. Only touch it with clean hands.”

“I do know the absolute basics of hygiene,” Nukunya grumbles, crawling toward Kia’s thoughtfully prepared tray.

“And yet when people get too horny they lose their damn minds and put their mouths all kinds of places.” And put things into all kinds of places those things shouldn’t go. Kia’s heard some stories from the Knightsrest healers and has resolved to never be the source of one.

Speaking of places mouths should go, though... Masako has helpfully sprawled out on her back, one of her bolster pillows tucked under her hips, because as flustered as she still sometimes gets talking about sex, she’s very motivated when about having it. Kia considers the dark thatch of her pubic hair but... No. She takes her time, kissing from Masako's ankles all the way up to her thighs, biting and licking when it seems appropriate. She loves the soft, dimpled feel of Masako’s legs and belly, loves getting to sink her fingers in and really grab. There’s a bit high up on her leg just begging for teeth marks, and Kia clamps down on it until Masako finally pulls her off by the braids.

“You’re a menace,” Masako gasps, flushed and sweating.

“You’re too tempting.” The bite mark is warm under Kia’s caress—it’ll bloom into a beautiful bruise. “I think I did promise to put my mouth elsewhere, though,” she adds, then dives in tongue-first. 

Masako is plush and hot, wet from her part in making Kia come. Kia laps it all up with relish, using her whole mouth and the barest hint of teeth. She revels in the feel of Masako’s slick folds and hard clit, alternating between teasing, sucking, and circling it with firm, pointed licks. Kia might be ruined for any other pussy ever again, but good news for her! She might never have to find any other pussy ever again! What a fucking miracle!

Eventually something distracts Kia from her personal feast. It sounds like... moaning? But not from Masako. Kia lifts her head to investigate and discovers the moans are coming from Nukunya, who’s propped up on one elbow with a hand reaching behind their hip. That hand is presumably inside them—Kia unfortunately can’t see from this angle—and they shudder occasionally, cock jumping. Kia remembers the spot in there that does good stuff for people with dicks—it was her late-blooming girlfriend’s preferred act—and can’t fucking wait to find Nukunya’s with her strap.

“Doing okay over there?” she calls, rubbing circles on Masako's clit with her thumb. (Kia is nothing if not dedicated to sex multitasking.)

“Wonderful, actually,” Nukunya says, dragging their lower lip between their teeth. “I was quite enjoying the view,” they add, jerking their chin at Masako’s hips. “Don’t let me stop you.”

“You literally couldn’t stop me,” Kia points out, right before putting her mouth to other, better work. A very wet interlude later she pops back up. “Speaking of the view, can you shift around a bit?” She pouts theatrically. “We can’t see what you’re doing.”

Nukunya raises their eyebrows. “Is that a problem? You seem occupied.”

“Yeah, well.” Kia pouts some more. “I’m thinking about Masako.”

Nukunya’s eyebrows go higher. “Really.”

“I’m a very selfless person,” Kia insists, generously running Masako’s clit between two fingers while they’re having this silly argument. “You appreciate me looking out for you, right, Masako?”

“I wouldn’t mind a better view,” Masako admits, squirming under Kia’s ministrations. “As long as it’s an option.”

Nukunya sighs in a very put-upon way, but Kia doesn’t miss that their hand has been moving all through the conversation and their cock keeps leaking against their belly. They like being watched in spite of their complaints. It takes a bit of shifting but the results are worth it: Their fingers disappearing into their hole, the gleam of oil reflecting light from their dark skin and their breathy, urgent noises suddenly much sexier with context.

“Aren’t you supposed to be doing something?” Nukunya asks wryly, which is when Kia realizes she’s been staring for much longer than she meant to. Fortunately her hand didn’t need input from the rest of her, fingers stroking Masako’s clit. Incredible work ethic; to be admired, for sure.

“You’re not going to be so smug when I have you on my cock,” Kia informs Nukunya threateningly, then puts her mouth back where it belongs. With hand freshly unoccupied, Kia traces Masako's entrance with one finger, which gets her a shudder and a hissed, “Yes.” She slips inside, massaging Masako’s inner walls with for barely three strokes before she adds a second finger. Masako clenches down on her with a garbled noise and Kia grins to herself.

“Do you want to come like this first?” Kia pops up long enough to ask before latching onto Masako’s clit and sucking. 

Masako makes a series of sounds about this that are not an answer, but eventually gasps, “No, I—unn—with Nukunya.”

Kia hums agreeably. “Nukunya?” She peeks above Masako’s thigh and, yep, that’s definitely three fingers Nukunya’s working with now.

“I’m ready,” they confirm, slowly withdrawing their hand and wiping off thoroughly with a damp cloth. Everyone takes a moment to figure out where their legs are and how they work. Kia tracks down her harness and starts the medium-complicated process of putting it on.

“You get inside her first,” she orders, the horny part of her brain taking a backseat to logistics for the time being. “Once you’re in position I’ll get inside you.” Kia slots her glass cock into position and tightens a couple of things to keep it where she wants it. “I’ve never tried this particular, ah, configuration, so I’m pretty sure we’re going to need to do some experimenting to find what works.”

“I imagine the rhythm will be complicated,” Nukunya agrees, settling between Masako’s legs with a thoughtful frown.

“Don’t worry, if we really need help getting it right, I know a lot of work shanties,” Kia offers brightly.

“If anyone tries to sing a work shanty in this bedroom I am kicking you both out and finishing myself off with my hand,” Masako threatens hotly, pushing up to an elbow. 

“But what if we can’t find a good way to double-fuck without it?” Kia asks, trying to keep her face innocent.

“No sex shanties!” Masako hisses. The innocent look definitely didn’t work. “Have I made myself clear?”

“Extremely, my love,” Nukunya says, leaning over Masako to offer an apologetic kiss, which turns into an extended makeout almost immediately. Kia leaves them to it, slicking up her cock and bringing over a few rags as she crawls up behind Nukunya. She pets down their spine, then cups their ass and gives it a firm squeeze. What a wonder it is, being in love with two people who have spectacular asses! Kia doesn’t know which god blessed her so, but she’s going to make some extra offerings tomorrow all around.

“One moment,” Nukunya says to Masako’s collarbone, then kneels up and reaches their clean hand between them. Their ass flexes as they thrust in, and Masako shivers all the way down to her toes. Kia leans over Nukunya’s shoulder to get a look at her face and her cunt tingles at the half-lidded, red-cheeked vision that greets her.

“Oh,” Masako says softly. “Oh, that’s—that’s different, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Kia agrees, petting Masako’s thigh. “There’s a certain squish to it that’s really nice compared to the glass, right?”

Masako nods, teeth sinking into her lower lip. “I like... It’s warmer.”

“Please, tell me more nice things about my cock.” Nukunya is obviously holding back laughter. “Anything else you two would like to discuss?”

“We could probably find something,” Kia allows, giving Nukunya an awkward, messy kiss. “Someone sounds impatient, though.”

“My entire professional life revolves around patience,” Nukunya mutters when Kia frees their mouth. “I think I’m allowed to be occasionally impatient in my personal life, and someone promised me the best fucking from here to Knightsrest.”

“And I intend to deliver,” Kia promises, dropping a kiss on the end of their nose. “Lean forward,” she orders, pushing a bit, and Nukunya obediently drapes themself over Masako and spreads their legs as much as they can. Kia palms one ass cheek and pulls it to the side, giving herself a better view of her target. It’s been a while since she’s done this specifically, but it’s not that different from fucking a pussy, so she guides the glass head of her cock to Nukunya’s oil-slick hole and applies some gentle pressure.

“Ah,” says Nukunya, followed by, “oh,” and then, “a little more?” Kia does as asked, keeping the push of her hips slow but inexorable. Nukunya exhales very deliberately and the head of Kia’s cock pops inside. “Aaaaaah,” Nukunya says eloquently, the sound punched out of them, and Kia grins to herself, both hands massaging their ass.

“Sounds like someone likes my strap,” she coos, keeping up the slow push in deference to the lack of actual physical feedback. (Kia doesn’t want a dick for its own sake, but sometimes she’d really like to be able to feel what her fake dick was doing. She brought up the idea to Glory once of a magic cock you could feel while Lucían was in the room, and he shouted that magic couldn’t do that and then ran away blushing. She still thinks it’s a good idea.)

“I’m barely acquainted with it so far,” Nukunya pants, arching into the cradle of her hips as she bottoms out. “I will say my first impression is a favorable one.”

“Mmmm.” Kia gives a slow grind, one that’s always served her well. Nukunya moans, rocking back into Kia and then forward into Masako. “That sounded like they like it,” Kia announces, peeking over their shoulder at Masako. “You can see their face. Do they like it?”

“Very much,” Masako confirms breathily. “I felt them twitch when you did whatever you just did.”

“Oh, this?” Kia does it again and Nukunya shudders, caught between them.

“That’s the one,” Masako confirms.

“You two are going to be the death of me,” Nukunya complains, pushing up a bit and shivering as the movement shifts things. They take a moment to breathe, one hand tensing and releasing on Masako’s thigh as they clearly struggle for control. “You’d best touch yourself,” they warn Masako. “I fear my focus may be... questionable.”

There’s another awkward moment of logistics: Masako making sure her hand can reach where it needs to without it getting crushed, the shuffling of knees, etcetera. Kia's still not sure why sex with three people is easily nine times as complex as sex with two people, but it definitely is, so it’s also at least nine times as awkward to figure out positions. They have experience and determination, though, and thus prevail. Kia keeps one hand on Nukunya’s hip and cups Masako’s thigh with the other, rocking experimentally forward, which drives Nukunya deeper into Masako, and gets desperate sounds from both.

Fuck yeah.

Kia does it again, then again. Nukunya figures out the rhythm, timing their own thrusts for maximum impact, and that means it takes Kia no time at all to get Nukunya bent over, face pressed to Masako’s tits, trembling from head to toe and making deliciously incoherent sounds that go straight to her cunt. She's never seen them so out of control, but she wants more. Kia tightens her hand on their hip and experiments with some angles. Where’s that fucker at—

Nukunya swears violently, voice cracking, and flops a hand back to clutch at her ass. Ah, good. She’s found it. Kia keeps her hips at precisely that angle and cranes her neck to get a look at Masako. She can’t see Masako’s hand, but presumes it’s hard at work, because Masako has her eyes scrunched shut and her head tipped back, her heaving gasps doing really spectacular things to her breasts.

“How’re you doing, sweetheart?” she asks, petting Masako’s thigh. “You gonna come soon?”

Masako nods wordlessly, biting her lower lip. She’s gorgeous. They’re both gorgeous like this. Kia wishes she could see Nukunya’s face, too, and makes a note that her custom-built Guild apartment bedroom will have a big mirror across from her huge bed.

“You gonna come before Nukunya?” she asks, pretending to ignore Nukunya's increasingly frantic movements. “Sounds like you’ll really have to work at it if you want to.”

“Aaaangh,” Nukunya groans when Kia adds a nice little circle of her hips onto the next thrust. They apparently agree that it’s going to be a race to the finish and want to give Masako an edge: the next sound they make is muffled around Masako’s nipple, their shaking hand cupping the other. So thoughtful! Kia loves them, and shows it by doing the circling thing on each thrust.

“Oh,” Nukunya gasps, leaving a wet smear across Masako’s breast, cheek pressed to her sternum. Their face creases up, their body tense and their teeth clenched. “Ah,” they moan, cracked through, and then, “Kia,” and then they come with a whimper, too breathless for anything louder. Masako thrashes her head on the pillow and kicks one leg, their orgasm taking her with it. Kia watches both her lovers take their pleasure, relishes it, fucks Nukunya through it until they finally grab her hip to stop her. Then she pets their back and Masako’s legs, dropping kisses on any part she can reach and soothing them back from their mindless place.

“Fuck,” Nukunya says with feeling some time later, peering up at Kia from the corner of their eye. “That was...”

“Best strap from here to Knightsrest,” Kia proclaims, gently easing said strap out, which allows them in turn to ease out of Masako. “I fucking told you.”

“And having experienced it I would have to agree,” Nukunya pants, leaning against Masako’s thigh and looking very unfocused around the eyes. Kia preens as she peels off harness, wrapping her glass cock in a rag to clean thoroughly later. She realizes as she does how fucking wet she is, but Nukunya looks entirely done for and Masako isn't displaying the energy for a second round. She wavers for a moment—she’s not unwilling to get herself off, but it seems like a bit of an anticlimax—when Masako squints at the obvious shine on her inner thighs.

“C’mere,” Masako orders lazily, patting one thigh, and Kia gets her second orgasm of the evening riding Masako’s hand and leg, fingers curled up into her cunt and the heel pressed to her clit. Kia comes for what feels like a full minute and then almost passes out on Masako's tits afterward. 

Great fucking work all around.

***
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“SO I’M THINKING ABOUT my new Guildhall,” Kia says later, after a trip to Masako’s bath and general cleanup and a new set of sheets (they forgot to put down a towel). She says this to the ceiling, laying on her back with Masako curled into one side and Nukunya into the other, sharing a quilt haphazardly for the best cuddle of Kia’s fucking life.

“We just had some really spectacular sex and you’re about to talk shop in bed?” Nukunya asks, head pillowed on her shoulder and one hand playing with the jut of her hip bone. “Really?”

“You read tax law for fun, you’re not allowed to complain about talking shop in bed, nyathiwa,” Kia reminds them, pinching the tip of their ear gently.

“She’s right,” Masako chimes in, cupping one of Kia’s tits without intention.

“I’m being ganged up on,” Nukunya complains quietly. Slightly louder they add, “You’ve been thinking?”

“Mmm.” Kia scritches the shaved curve of their scalp. “The Guild isn't just warriors, you know. Like, that's who takes assignments, but you can’t just blunder out and help people without knowing where you’re going and what the job is, and if you’re being paid for the job, and by whom, which means...”

“Paperwork,” Nukunya finishes for her, interest piqued.

“Exactly.” Kia grins down at them. “Which means as the local Guild Leader, I’m going to need to hire clerical staff, and I’m going to need someone really, really good at paperwork to lead it. Maybe the kind of person who reads crime records in their spare time, and can itemize a ledger in a single glance.” She kisses the top of their head. “Do you know anyone who might be good in a role like that?”

Nukunya pretends to think, frowning to cover a smile. “I think perhaps Auditor Caleb—” they start, and Kia smacks a hand over their mouth, which turns into a very silly slap fight that Masako wisely rolls away from. 

“I am trying to make a real offer of sincere partnership,” Kia complains, wrestling Nukunya into a headlock, “and this is the thanks I get!”

“You absolutely deserve every bit of shit I give you,” Nukunya says evenly, submitting to the headlock without struggle. They wrap a hand around her forearm and squeeze, smiling awkwardly up at her. “I would be honored to work with you on this, jahera Kia.”

The entire inside of Kia’s body goes soft and squishy, and she releases the headlock in order to smack kisses all over their face. She rolls over to Masako to kiss her, too, and murmurs, “I’d hire you for the Guild in a heartbeat, but I know you have important duties here, sweetheart.”

Masako hums happily into Kia’s mouth, then wiggles them all back into a cuddle pile. “The city could use a few more shrines to the kami,” she offers thoughtfully. “Maybe one of them could be at the Guild Hall.”

Kia grins helplessly. “That sounds great,” she says as sincerely as she can, gathering her lovers closer and watching her future stretch out in front of her. “We’ll figure it out.”

She can’t wait.
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Epilogue
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“SHE'S SO LITTLE,” KIA croons, absolutely incoherent with feeling and choosing to accept it. “Look at her! She's a tiny angry potato.”

“Are potatoes usually that loud?” Masako asks, leaning over Kia's shoulder to peer down at the warm, sleeping bundle in her arms. “I heard some pretty impressive screaming earlier.”

“Some of that was from the She-Wolf,” Kia points out, swaying side-to-side soothingly. “You can't blame either of them for the amount of screaming they did.”

“Worth it,” Glory says from the bed, where she's glowing, exhausted, and very generously allowing Kia to hold her fresh-to-the world daughter while Lucían fusses and feeds her soup.

“I should hope so,” Kia faux-complains, tracing wee baby Rosemary's tiny, itty-bitty little eyebrows gently. “You broke two of my fingers getting her out.”

“Sorry about that.” Glory makes an apologetic face. “In my defense, I had a lot going on.”

“I healed you as soon as I could,” Lucían points out defensively, looking equally as soppy and exhausted as Glory.

“I knew what I was getting into when I told you to hold my hand,” Kia says with a shrug, unable to look away from Rosemary's miniature, grumpy baby face. “Wouldn't have missed it for the world.”

Setting up a Guild Hall in Southport has been a hell of a process, consuming Kia’s life for basically the last three months, and it’s still proceeding under the watchful eyes of the Badger, Kaori, Gavin, and three construction companies with family members rescued from the embroidery slavery ring who were happy to help build the fucking place. Gavin’s warehouse was cheap to buy, but needs a lot of renovations, and the first priority was safe housing for Gavin’s people, aka Kia’s new intelligence network. There was some kind of argument going about the design of the roof when Kia got the raven summoning her back to Knightsrest in anticipation of Glory’s impending birth. When Kia returns to Southport she’ll be interested to see what kind of roof she ended up with.

Setting up a life in Southport has been a whole hell of another process. Kia’s still living at the shrine for now, both because Masako likes having her there and because she hasn’t had the time or energy to find other lodging. She loves Nukunya and Masako fiercely and has come to love Miyuki and Kwami as somewhere between siblings and apprentices, but after decades in the Guild they aren’t quite yet the tight-knit community she craves. Having the Badger around helps immensely, as does occasionally sparring with Kaori or gossiping with Sophia. Nukunya finally, belatedly introduced her to their aunts, having not wanted to do so before she’d decided to stay in Southport, and Kia found herself immediately and aggressively folded into an auntie network so familiar she almost started crying from a combination of homesickness and happiness. Kia feels like a sapling in Southport; her roots still fresh and growing, but not yet the mighty oak she’ll one day become.

That’s fine. She has time to grow the kind of roots in Southport that she once laid down here in Knightsrest. Being back has been great, as has been getting to introduce the most important people in her life to the other most important people in her life; Masako and Lucían get along like a house on fire, having detailed and technical discussions about magic that completely go over Kia’s head. Nukunya dedicated themself to wheedling embarrassing stories about Kia out of Glory when they weren't pestering every Guild recordkeeper with research questions. Sisters Abigail and Evelyn came down from Granite Falls to attend the birth, so Kia even got to run some training drills with all of her kids during the week and a half they waited for Glory’s body to finally decide it was time to push out a baby.

Having now been there for the process, Kia is even more determined that she never wants to do that herself, even though Glory came through it like a champ.

“It helps that you’re so big,” Sister Abigail said at one point, hands pressed to Glory’s lower back so her healing magic could gentle the pain of the contractions. “You’re shaped perfectly to give birth, so this should be really easy for you.”

“This is easy?” Glory asked through clenched teeth, squatting on the birthing stool and sweating like she’d run a hundred miles. “Holy fucking shit, don’t tell me what hard is like.”

“Hard is when people die,” Sister Evelyn said cheerfully, mopping Glory’s brow with a cold rag. “You’re doing great.”

“Please don’t talk about people dying in childbirth while my wife is in labor,” Lucían begged, green around the gills (there was an incident with fluids earlier) and increasingly panicked.

“It almost never happens anymore now that you taught us all magic,” Sister Abigail said soothingly. “The She-Wolf’s going to be fine, I promise, and the baby’s heartbeat is strong.” To Glory she added, “The next time you feel a contraction come through, bear down and push.”

“Hnnnnargh,” Glory said, and the next time a contraction came through, swore violently in Norka and broke two of Kia’s fingers.

Anyway. Kia’s never fucking doing that, and said as much to Sister Abigail afterward, and apparently they’re trying out a surgery to make it so you can stop even being able to have babies? Kia is extremely interested, and will be asking more follow-up questions later.

Right now, though, she gets to hold baby Rosemary, Nukunya and Masako pressed on either side of her, and she’s so delighted she’s about thirty seconds from fishing one of Rosemary’s miniature hands out from her swaddle so she can nibble on the world’s bittiest fingernails.

“Hello,” she coos, bouncing her gently. “I’m your Auntie Knife. You and your parents have to come visit me sometimes so I can feed you mango and teach you swear words and how to stab people.” Baby Rosemary remains asleep with no opinion on any of this, but Kia's memory jogs. Right. Right. “Here,” she says, handing Rosemary to a startled but willing Nukunya. “I forgot I brought presents.” She sprints down the hall to her loaner quarters and deposits a cloth-wrapped bundle on Glory’s bed less than a minute later.

“Thank you,” Lucían says automatically while Glory unwraps the fabric, and then he gives a very exasperated sigh. “Kia...”

“They’re felted wool!” Kia announces proudly of the pile of soft, sturdy, baby-appropriate and child-safe weaponry. There’s at least five daggers of various kinds, but she also made sure to include a flail, a mace, an axe, and a sword. “I said I’d give her her first knives, and I stand by that promise.”

“Has she always been like this?” Nukunya asks Glory conversationally, bouncing Rosemary like a professional baby-holder.

“She used to be worse,” Glory says through tears of happiness, holding up a tiny, beautifully embroidered “engraved” woolen dagger. “They’re perfect, Kia! Come here!”

Kia allows herself to be enfolded in a long, tight hug and definitely cried on a bit. (The crying is just going to happen for a while, apparently.) It lasts until Rosemary starts voicing complaints, and Glory releases Kia to reach for her daughter.

“She’s hungry,” she says with the confidence of approximately a day’s experience. Nukunya brings Rosemary over with a swiftness, and Kia decides this signals the end of this particular visit and sweeps her lovers out into the hall.

“We’ll be back for adult dinner later,” she calls just before she closes the door, lingering on the image of Lucían and Glory curled together over their daughter, radiating joy and pride like heat waves on the air. Kia skips down the hall to take Nukunya and Masako’s hands and offers them both a kiss on the cheek.

“Thanks for coming here with me.” Kia swings their joined hands back and forth, tipping her head up to the sky as they exit into the courtyard. “I know it was a long way.”

“Of course,” Nukunya says immediately.

“She’s our niece, too,” Masako says firmly.

“We’re a family,” Nukunya adds, squeezing her hand. “We’ll always come with you.”

Kia grins so wide her face hurts. “And I’ll always come home,” she promises, and drags them both in for a long, long hug.
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THIS ONE WAS A LONG time coming. When I wrote what eventually became His Secret Illuminations and His Sacred Incantations, I was a woman possessed. I wrote furiously, obsessively, every chance I could and as quickly as I could. I wrote ten thousand words in a single day on one memorable occasion. It felt like the only thing stopping me from writing faster was the physical limitation of having a human body. I wrote two hundred and fifty thousand words in seven months.

I knew during the writing of the first book that I wanted the Knife to get her happy ending in the next book. I naively assumed that when I sat down to write it, it would come together with the same speed and ease of the first two.

That, uh... Didn’t happen this time.

I started writing this book on May 30th, 2022. I finished the first draft on December 31st, 2023, a year and seven months later. Lucian and Glory’s story leapt into my mind almost fully-formed, and all I had to do was write it down. Kia, though? Kia’s story took work. It’s a procedural; it’s polyamorous; it’s multicultural. I had days where I reached my 500 word goal by dragging myself across the finish line, but by god, I did it.

Then I had to revise it.

Then I got an editor and sensitivity readers, and had to revise it again based on that.

Then I had to actually release it.

Why was it so hard? The usual reasons, I think; A dysfunctional workplace that drastically sapped my executive functioning and energy, a continuing pandemic the federal government decided to ignore, the challenge of writing something different from my previous work, a (desired) hysterectomy, my Dad dying, a terrible election season followed by the worst possible election outcome... Honestly I’m impressed I managed to pull it off, all things considered.

It’s been hard to re-read this book without it feeling like work, without remembering the struggle of writing it, but when I read it now I can finally enjoy what I’ve made. Her Subtle Investigations is fun, funny, and sexy. I stand on the other side of all that work, minus a terrible job, a terrible uterus, and a wonderful Dad, and I can be proud of where I am, proud of the choices that brought me here, and proud of this book. Kia and I are both getting Too Old For This Shit, and we’re making the choices necessary to reshape our lives into the shapes we want. Can I get a hell yeah?

Hell yeah.

This book would not be what it is without the editing help of K. B. Spangler, who was the first person to read it other than me, assured me it was good, and told me how to make it better. The Japanese cultural elements were expertly sensitivity read by Iori Kusano, who ensured I didn’t make an absolutely major fuck-up with the depiction of Shinto and is worth her weight in gold. Kathy Andrews was invaluable in sensitivity reading for the African cultural elements and the incorporation of Swahili and Luo, with Evans Gaya providing some additional language assistance. Immense thank-yous to my fellow Burlesque Ladies Who Write, Miz Melancholy and Jo Jo Stiletto, for workshopping my back cover blurb into something worth reading. My weekly workout buddy and copy-editor is Kenna M. Kettrick of Erudite Imp Writing Consultation. Any remaining mistakes are my own.

I would like to thank my Patreon supporters for their enthusiasm and encouragement. I feel like every update I posted about this book went like, “I’ve accomplished a thing! I think it will be out soon!” for almost a year, and in that time y’all kept on being excited. Your patronage is a huge, huge help, and I appreciate it so much!

I could not do this without the unwavering support of my wonderful wife, Crystal. Literally. We sat down in February 2024 after a particularly hellish week at my job, and I looked at her and said, “I think I need to quit so I don’t lose my mind,” and she said, “You absolutely do and I can cover the bills.” I put in my two weeks’ notice the following Monday, and it’s one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. I love you so much, babe! I’m going to do my best to release books until we can live on the royalties and you can be the hot woodworking trophy wife you’ve always wanted to be.

Dear darling readers, I couldn’t do it without you. I know the wait for the Knife’s book was longer than any of us intended, and I hope you enjoyed it now that it’s here! Together we can work to build a kinder, hornier world. I believe in us!
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